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ABSTRACT 

The United States is experiencing a wave of 
immigration unprecedented since the early 1900s. This report examines 
the schooling needs of immigrant students, assesses how well those 
needs are being met, and suggests strategies for improving schooling 
outcomes for immigrants. Immigrant education is examined as a 
political issue and as ^ challenge facing overburdened school 
systems. Data were collected from a purposive sample of 8 school 
districts and 35 schools. Six large urban districts that enroll the 
overwhelming majority of immigrant students nationally were included. 
A more detailed analysis was performed of the transcripts of 745 
students in Los Angeles (California) schools, and 38 interviews were 
conducted with state-level policymakers across 6 states. Among the 
major conclusions is that immigrants, although they represent only a 
fraction of the nation*s youth, are a growing population, heavily 
concentrated in a few areas of the country. Immigrant education is 
not a visible policy issue, and the needs of immigrant students are 
not generally recognized. The quality of schooling that immigrants 
receive depends on the capacity of the communities in which they 
live, and many have inadequate resources. Immigrant students have 
unmet needs that are unique to their newcomer status. Thirteen tables 
present study data. (Contains 55 references.) (SLD) 
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FOREWORD 



During the 1980s, the largest and most diverse group of immigrants 
arrived in the United States since the beginning of the century. 
These growing numbers of immigrants are having profound effects 
on the urban areas where they concentrate and on the institutions 
called upon to assist them and their children to adjust and partici- 
pate fully in the country's economic, social, and political life. 

This report focuses on the responses of arguably the most important 
of these institutions: the schools. It assesses the federal and state 
roles in immigrant education, describes how school districts are re- 
sponding, and offers suggestions for improving immigrant educa- 
tion. The report is intended for a broad audience with an interest in 
education and in immigration issues, including public policymakers, 
state and local officials, the education community, and academic re- 
searchers. 

The project was funded by the Mellon Foundation and by the 
Program for Research on Immigration Policy. The latter, created in 
February 1988, first focused on assessing the implementation and 
effects of the Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986. It then 
began to study the larger, continuing questions of integration of 
immigrants into the economic, social, and political life of the country 
and to assess the demands immigrants are placing on our institu- 
tions, including schools, postsecondary educational institutions, and 
local governments. The program also has examined the link between 
immigration and key foreign and international policy issues associ- 
ated with a potential North American Economic Integration and with 
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the fundamental changes brought about by European integration 
and the liberalization and restructuring in Eastern Europe and the 
former Soviet Union. 

The program also disseminates and exchanges information concern- 
ing immigration and immigrant policies. Researchers interested in 
receiving program publications or in attending its working groups 
and conferences should address inquiries to: 



Georges Vernez 

Director, Program for Research on Immigration Policy 
RAND 

1700 Main Street 
P.O. 80x2138 

Santa Monica, CA 90407-2138 
Telephone: (310) 393-0411 
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SUMMARY 



The United Slates is now experiencing a wave of immigration un- 
precedented since the early 1900s, with the most recent Census 
showing that nine miUion people emigrated here during the 1980s. 
The more than two million immigrant youth who enrolled in U.S. 
public schools over the past decade represent significant challenges 
for local school systems. Like earlier waves of immigrant students, 
most are concentrated in a few large cities; they are typically poor; 
many have suffered the traumas of war, civil strife, or economic de- 
privation; and all must learn the language and customs of a new 
country. But recent newcomers hail from a more diverse range of 
cultures than earlier groups, which were primarily European. 

Despite the significant numbers of immigrant students now entering 
U.S. schools, their unique needs are only dimly recognized by federal 
and state policymakers. Those who are most aware of these students 
are the educators who work in the local districts where most immi- 
grants are concentrated. These teachers and administrators express 
optimism about their ability to educate immigrant children and to 
integrate them successfully into American life. But their efforts are 
largely ad hoc, dependent on the willingness and ability of individual 
educators, rather than the result of concerted policy initiatives. 

STUDY PURPOSE AND METHODS 

In this report, we examine the schooling needs of immigrant stu- 
dents, assess how well these needs are currently being met, and sug- 
gest strategies for improving schooling outcomes for immigrants. 

ix 
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The study analyzed immigrant education from a broad policy per- 
spective, explicitly considering it as a political issue in competition 
for policymakers' attention and scarce public resources and as one of 
many challenges facing increasingly overburdened local school sys- 
tems. 

Although it is difficult conceptually and politically to separate an 
analysis of the education of immigrant students from current contro- 
versies surrounding U.S. immigration policy, the two should be 
viewed as separate issues. Whatever one thinks about the need for 
new immigration laws or stricter enforcement of existing ones, that 
dispute is distinct from the education of children already living in the 
United Stales. The humane reason is that these are innocent chil- 
dren who are in this country because of adult actions over which 
they have little control and who deserve the attention a caring society 
accords all its children. The utilitarian reason is that these children 
arc literally the nation's future. Most of them will remain here as 
adults, and the quality of education they receive will shape the qual- 
ity of life all Americans enjoy over the next several decades— they are 
tomorrow's citizens and workers, 

Study data were collected from a purposive sample of nine school 
districts and 57 schools, chosen to reflect the range of communities 
in which immigrant children now live. Six districts— New York, Los 
Angeles, Chicago, Miami, Houston, and San Francisco— were se- 
lected because together they enroll the overwhelming majority of 
immigrant students nationally. Visalia, California (a rural district), 
and Fairfax County, Virginia (a suburban district), were included be- 
cause they are typical of nonurban districts that have experienced 
large influxes of immigrant students in recent years. On-site and 
telephone interviews were conducted with 240 district and school 
administrators, teachers, counselors, and community representa- 
tives. To supplement the statistical and interview data and obtain a 
systematic portrait of immigrant schooling experiences, the tran- 
scripts of 745 students enrolled in six Los Angeles schools were coded 
and analyzed. In addition, 38 interviews were conducted with 
state-level policymakers (governors' education aides, legislators, 
state department of education staff, and interest-group representa- 
tives) in the six states in which the sample districts are located. 
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MAJOR CONCLUSIONS 

Four major conclusions emerge from this research: 

1. Althoiigh they represent only a fraction of the nation's youth, 
immigrants constitute a growing proportion of that cohort and are 
heavily concentrated in a few areas of the country. 

Seventy-eight percent of all immigrant students who have been in 
the United States for three years or less attend school in just Hve 
states, with 45 percent enrolled in California. As cf 1990, 11 percent 
of all youth living in California were born outside the* United States; 
the proportions for New York, Florida, Texas, and Illinois range be- 
tween 6 and 3 percent. Together, these fivtj states are home to over 
1.5 million immigrant youth. In the large dty school di-.tricts of Los 
Angeles and Miami, immigrant students represent 20 percent of the 
total enrollment. 

'L Immigrant education is not a visible policy issue. Independent of 
their need to learn English and to escape the consequences of 
poverty, immigrant students are not viewed by federal and state 
policymakers as a distinct group requiring unique policy reme- 
dies. That immigrants may have different needs than native-born 
students is not widely recognized nor accepted. 

I5ccause the costs and potendal benefits from immigration fall over- 
whelmingly on a few states and local districts, most notably in 
California, the rest of the country has little incentive to concern itself 
with the education of immigrants. The role that the federal govern- 
ment plays in the schooling of immigrant students is limited. At a 
programmatic level, it functions as a junior partner, funding several 
small categorical programs that pay parts of the costs borne by states 
and local districts. The federal government exerts its greatest impact 
on immigrant education through regulation: Federal judicial deci- 
sions and civil rights enforcement have created a framework that de- 
fines the legal rights of limited-English proficiency (LEP) students, 
including most immigrants. Similarly, the education of immigrant 
children is not a definable policy issue at the state level. Most states 
have policies and programs for LEP students, but these were devel- 
oped to meet the needs of American-born speakers of foreign lan- 
guages (e.g., Puerto Ricans in New York), not immigrants. The needs 
and problems of immigrant students are rarely considered indepen- 
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dent of their status as non-English speakers. In state policymaking, 
immigrant education is equated with bilingual education, and it 
therefore bears all the emotional baggage left over from divisive de- 
bates about bilingual education and native-language maintenance. 
Immigrant students' other ne(^ds, derived from their status as new- 
comers who have tied poor and war-torn areas, are seldom recog- 
nized. 

3. The quality of schooling that immigrant students receive largely 
depends on the capacity of the local communities in which they 
reside. Yet most of these districts and schools lack the human and 
fiscal resources to educate students well, whether they are immi- 
grant or native-born. 

With very few exceptions, the teachers and administrators who serve 
immigrant children do so with care and enthusiasm. Nevertheless, 
the school districts serving the largest numbers of immigrant stu- 
dents are deeply troubled and frequently fail to provide high-quality 
educational services to students of all sorts, including native-born, 
low- and middle-income children, as well as immigrants. Big-ciry 
school districts lack the assets normally considered necessary for the 
education of language-minority students. Although a few have ade- 
quate supplies of Spanish-speaking teachers, none can guarantee 
that immigrants speaking other languages will be taught by bilingual 
teachers. These districts also lack appropriate instructional materials 
and can do little for the increasing numbers of older immigrant stu- 
dents who arrive having had little formal schooling in their native 
countries. Few schools have routine, easy access to the educational, 
health, and social support services desperately needed by students 
who must cope with the effects of poverty and the traumas associ- 
ated with leaving one culture and adjusting to another. 

Policymakers and academics continue to debate whether bilingual 
education should be primarily a vehicle for teaching students English 
or whether it should provide an ongoing link to their native language 
and culture. However, in most school districts enrolling large num- 
bers of immigrant students, the logic of necessity overu'helms either 
side of that debate. In general, school systems offer at least some 
bilingual education to new immigrant students whenever possible. 
But the needs of students who speak no English are so great and the 
instructional resources so scarce that few districts are able to offer 
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any native-language instruction to those who are even moderately 
competent in English, 

Despite the unique needs of immigrant students, however, many of 
the service gaps they experience also adversely affect U.S.-born 
students. These stem from the current condition of big-city school 
districts — their inability to cope with growing fiscal deficits, facility 
overcrowding, shortages of qualified teachers, and weak links to 
other community institutions. Large urban districts are failing to ed- 
ucate a high proportion of their students — nearly half drop out be- 
fore graduation in some cities — and some of the larger districts are 
unable to ensure the safety of students and teachers while in school. 

4. Immigrant students have unmet educational needs that are 
unique to their newcomer status. But the best way to help immi- 
grant students is to strengthen the school systems that serve them, 
not to create new categorical programs that single out immigrants 
for special benefits. 

The quality of immigrant education depends on the fundamental 
strength and competence of big-city school systems. The financial 
and educational weaknesses of those school systems impede any ef- 
fort to improve schooling for immigrant children. Certainly, strate- 
gies need to be promoted that are specific to improving the educa- 
tional outcomes of immigrant students. However, the most effective 
way to improve schooling for immigrant students is to enhance the 
overall capacity of urban school systems. 

Although current educational reform proposals can help strengthen 
urban schools, they do not go far enough. They assume that school 
systems have the resources necessary to improve their own perfor- 
mance, if only efforts are properly focused by means of goals, stan- 
dards, and accountability measures. School systems that are beset 
by debt, declining and unstable revenues, dilapidated buildings, and 
inadequate instructional resources cannot improve simply by trying 
harder. 

Some way must be found for the federal government and states to 
move beyond their current emphasis on small categorical programs 
to help big cities improve their school systems across the board. This 
effort needs to engage a broad range of private- and public-sector in- 
stitutions, and continued assistance should be contingent on school 



xiv Newcomers in American Schools 



performance, but it must happen. Immigrant students and their ur- 
ban schoolmates constitute a key segment of the country's future 
economic and social life. If their opportunities for a productive and 
satisfying life are not significantly enhanced, the consequences will 
be felt far beyond the five states where most immigrants now live. 
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INTRODUCTION 



In chronicling the history of urban education in the United States, 
David Tyack (1974) noted that "immigrant children . . . posed the 
most visible challenge to school people as they went to work *n 
northern cities at the turn of the century" (pp, 239-240). The U.S. 
Senate Immigration Commission reported in 1908 that students at- 
tending school in the nation's 37 largest cities represented over 60 
nationalities, and 58 percent of all students had fathf rs who were 
born abroad. Between 1900 and 1910, more than eig'it million im- 
migrants entered this country. That influx of immig.ants became a 
primary force in transforming the organization and curriculum of 
U.S. public schools in ways that have endured to the present. 

The United States is now witnessing a second major wave of immi- 
gration, with the 1990 Census showing that nine million people emi- 
grated here during the 1980s. Although the absolute numbers are 
greater than in the earlier peak period, this wave represents a smaller 
net increase in population (less than 4 percent, as compared with 10 
percent between 1900 and 1910). Nevertheless, the more than two 
million immigrant youth who enrolled in U.S. public schools over the 
past decade represent greater challenges for local school systems 
than did their historical counterparts. Like the earlier wave of immi- 
grant students, most are concentrated in a few large cities; they are 
typically poor; many have suffered the traumas of war, civil strife, or 
economic deprivation; and all must learn the language and customs 
of a new country. But the current group of newcomers hails from a 
more diverse range of cultures than earlier groups, which came pri- 
marily from Europe, and a higher proportion have had little or no 
formal schooling in their native countries. 
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Despite the significant numbers of immigrant students now entering 
U.S= schools, their unique needs are only dimly recognized by federal 
and state policymakers. Those who are most aware of these students 
are the educators who work in the local districts where most immi- 
grants are concentrated. Like many of their colleagues of 80 years 
ago, these teachers and administrators express optimism about their 
abilit>' to educate immigrant children and to integrate them success- 
fully into American life. But their efforts are largely ad hoc, depen- 
dent on the willingness and ability of individual educators, rather 
than the result of concerted policy initiatives. 

This report examines the schooling needs of immigrant students, as- 
sesses how well. they are currently being met, and suggests strategies 
for improving schooling outcomes for immigrants. This first chapter 
presents a summary portrait of the demographic characteristics of 
immigrant students and what we know about their schooling experi- 
ences from past research. The chapter then outlines the study pur- 
pose and research methods. 

IMMIGRANT STUDENTS: HOW MANY, WHO ARE THEY, 
WHERE DO THEY LIVE? 

The limited visibility of immigrant students is evidenced in the lack 
of precise estimates of their numbers. To the extent that they have 
certain other characteristics— limited English-language proficiency, 
an educational disadvantage, giftedness, a disability— immigrant 
students are counted as part of these other groups. However, neither 
the federal government nor individual states count, as a separate 
group, all those students who were born in other countries. 

The most comprehensive and up-to-date information comes from 
the 1990 Census, which includes counts of all foreign-born youth 
under age 18. As Table 1.1 indicates, immigrants represent only a 
small fraction of the nation's youth. However, young immigrants are 
heavily concentrated in only a few areas of the country, with over 70 
percent living in just five states. Particularly notable is the concen- 
tration in California, which has become home to a majority of the 
nation's immigrant youth. Table 1.2 shows the proportion of immi- 
grant youth living in the eight communities included in the study 
sample for this project (described below). Especially striking is the 
significant proportion of immigrant youth living in the nation's 
largest cities, particularly those located in the Sunbelt. 
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Table 1.1 

Concentration of Immigrant Youtii in Five States 





As a Percentage of 


As a Percentage of 


Foreign-Born Youth 


All Foreign-Bom 


All Youth in 


Under 18 Years 


Youth in the U.S. 


the State 


Qijifornia 852.514 


41 


11 


New York 258.296 


12 


6 


Texas 196,547 


9 


4 


Florida 144.748 


7 


5 


Illinois 87,122 


4 


3 


SOURCE: 1990 Census of Population and Housing. U.S. Census Bureau. 


NOTE: In the United States overall, there were 2.092,460 foreign-born 


youth under 18, constituting 3 percent of all youth under 18. 
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Immigrant Youth in Selected U.S. Communities 






Foreign-Born as a 






Percentage of All 


Foreign-Born Youth 


Youth Under 




Under 18 Years 


18 years 


New York City 


205.904 


12 


Los Angeles 


184.048 


21 


Chicago 


48,555 


7 


Dade County (Miami) 


85,567 


18 


Houston 


41,488 


10 


San Francisco 


22.745 


19 


Fairfax County, VA 


16.163 


8 


Visalia, CA 


1.824 


8 


SOURCE: 1990 Census of Population and Housing, U.S. Census 



Bureau. 

NOTE: The figures listed here are for areas that are contiguous with 
the school districts by the same name. The exception is Los 
Angeies. These figures are for the city of Los Angeles; the Los 
Angeles Unified School District extends beyond the city limits to 
include unincorporated areas and several additional cities, such as 
Bell. Cudahy, South Gate, and San Pedro. 

Although the census data are the most comprehensive, they repre- 
sent a count of all youth, including those too young to be enrolled in 
school. The only national count of immigrant students is collected as 
part of a small federal categorical program targeted to students who 
have been in the United States for three years or less. Table 1.3 
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Table 1.3 

Immigrant and LEP Students in Five States 
(1989-1990) 





Immigrant Students 
in tlie U.S. Three 
Years or I^ss^ 


Students Identified 
as LBP 


California 


268,455 


861,531 


Florida 


18,697 


61,768 


Illinois 


30,965 


73,185 


New York 


100,769 


158,007 


Texas 


47,963 


309,862 


U.S.Tota] 


602,178 


2,154,781 



SOUUCH: U.S. Department of Education (1991). 



^The figures in this column underestimate the number of students who 
have resided in the United States for three years or less by approxi- 
mately 15 percent. These data are only collected for the purpose of 
allocating federal funds, and program eligibility criteria restrict funding 
to only those districts with a minimal concentration of recent 
immigrants. Therefore, not all recent immigrants are included in this 
count. 

shows that 78 percent of all recent immigrant students attend school 
in just five states, with 45 percent enrolled in California. Table 1.3 
also shows the number of students who were identified in 1989 as 
having limited proficiency in English. Although the overwhelming 
majority of limited-English-proficient (LEP) students are immigrants, 
the LEP count is not a perfect proxy for the number of immigrant 
students, because LEP students from Puerto Rico are included in this 
count, although they are not considered immigrants, while immi- 
grant students from English-speaking countries are not included in 
the LEP count. 

Immigrant students are a diverse group. For example, in 1989, New 
York reported that immigrant students who had been in the United 
States for three years or less came from 162 different countries. In 
1990, California reported that LEP students in the state spoke 46 dif- 
ferent primary languages. But amidst this diversity are important 
similarities. Just as the overwhelming majority of immigrant stu- 
dents and their families have chosen to settle in only a few areas of 
the United States, most have emigrated from only a few regions of 
the world. The vast majority of immigrant students come from 
Spanish-speaking countries in Central and South America, For ex- 
ample, Spanish is the primary language of 76 percent of LEP students 
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in California, and the proportion is similar in the other large immi- 
grant states. Another major source is Asia. About 17 percent of LEP 
students in California speak one of nine Asian languages. The pro- 
portion of recent immigrants in New York state who are Asian is 
about the same as in California (16 percent). Other countries send- 
ing significant numbers of immigrant students o the United States 
are those in Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union. 

PAST RESEARCH 

Despite the growing presence of immigrant students in the nation's 
largest cities and states, research about their schooling experience is 
limited. • With a few notable exceptions (e.g., Caplan, et al., 1991), 
most of the research is ethnographic. Studies tend to focus on the 
educational and adjustment experiences of particular immigrant 
groups — e.g., Sikhs in a rural California town (Gibson, 1988), Central 
American immigrants in two inner-city high schools (Suarez-Orozco, 
1989), the children of Southeast Asian refugees in five sites across the 
country (Caplan, et a!., 1991), and high-achieving Mexican immi- 
grants in a midwestern, urban high school (Duran and Weffer, 1992). 

Three major findings emerge from these studies. I^rst, they docu- 
ment the adjustment problems that immigrant students face. These 
stem from the need to learn a new language; to deal with possible 
disruptions to family life if immigrant children are separated from 
parents or siblings; to cope with the effects of poverty; and to adjust 
to a culture that may simultaneously be confusing, threatening, and 
at odds with the values of an immigrant student's own culture. In re- 
viewing the psychological research literature on Hispanic immi- 
grants Suarez-Orozco and Su^rez-Orozco (1993) desciibe what they 
call the "immigrant paradox." On the one hand, movement to the 
United States represents instrumental gains as economic conditions 

Mn conlrasi to the paucity of studies about the contemporary education of immi- 
grants, a number of historians (e.g., Tyack, 1974; Callahan, 1962) have examined the 
profound effect that immigration at the beginning of the 20th century had on 
American education. As P. F-ass (1989) notes, key elements of the progressive reforms, 
such as student testing, tracking, and the notion of the common school, were specifi- 
cally "framed in the light of the complex issues of student heterogeneity and strongly 
informed by contemporary perceptions about immigrants." There is a general con- 
sensus among historians that this influx of immigrants into the public schools, while 
not the sole reason, was a major impetus for the transformation of schooling from a 
localistic enterprise to a more uniform, professional, and bureaucratic undertaking. 
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improve for immigrants and their families. On the other hand, they 
often suffer deep affective losses as supportive familial and com- 
munity ties in their native countries are broken, and they lose the 
support network necessary for psychological well-being. Never- 
theless, a review of studies of the adjustment of immigrant children 
in the United States and other countries concluded that they adjust 
socially and emotionally no better or worse than the native popula- 
tions into which they migrate. 

When adjustment does result in social and emotional disorders, it 
most usually takes the form of behavior deviance and, in adoles- 
cence, identity conflicts (Aronowitz, 1984).^ 

Second, as Gibson (1988) concludes, there is mounting evidence that 
immigrant youi.h do comparatively well in school, especially if they 
receive most of their education in their new homeland. 

In many cases, they do better academically and persist in school 
longer than native-born majority-group peers of similar class 
backgrounds or, frequently, even of the middle class (p. 173). 

Although different studies vary in their explanations for this finding, 
several factors emerge as important. Caplan and his colleagues 
found that, among the Southeast Asian boat people, values that 
stress education and achievement, a cohesive family, and hard work 
were significant in explaining their children's academic achieve- 
ment. In their study of high-achieving Mexican immigrants, Duran 
and Weffer (1992) concluded that 

Although the influence of family educational values was not strong 
enough to affect achievement outcomes, values did influence stu- 
dent behavior at school in an important manner. Values influenced 
student willingness to take on extra work (p. 179). 



more recent ethnographic study by the same author, comparing native-born Jewish 
children with Soviet emigres attending the same Jewish parochial school in San 
Francisco, found that parental attitudes toward social change and new experiences 
were significant predictors of the in-school adjustment of both immigrant and native 
children, even when family and student characteristics were held constant. Parental 
attitudes toward social change and new experience were not fourid to be differentially 
associated with adjustment for immigrant as opposed to native students (Aronowitz, 
1992). 
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In reviewing past studies and in summarizing her own study of Sikli 
students, Gibson (1988) notes that most teachers like teaching immi- 
grant students because they appear to have a sense of purpose and 
direction. However, teacher expectations are only one of many 
forces shaping school-adaptation patterns and do not appear to be 
as critical as home, community, and peer influences. Like other re- 
searchers, Gibson stresses the high aspirations of immigrant stu- 
dents: 

Immigrants, on the whole, have higher educational and occupa- 
tional aspirations than indigenous groups, majority as well as mi- 
nority, and are more determined to use education as a strategy for 
upward social mobility than non-immigrants of comparable class 
background. Immigrant parents and children assume that educa- 
tion can enhance opportunities to compete for jobs. High expecta- 
tions and assumptions about the value of schooling appear to have 
far more impact on the immigrant child's decision to persist in 
school than either family background or actual school performance, 
(p. 174) 

Finally, this positive pauern of educational achievement is not uni- 
form across all ethnic groups. A major distinction is between Asian 
immigrants and other groups. The finding that Asian students are 
more likely to graduate from high school and attend college than ei- 
ther other non-Asian immigrants or native-born students applies not 
only to the relatively affluent Chinese and Japanese, but also to 
Filipinos, Koreans, Asian Indians, and Southeast Asians. For exam- 
ple, a study of the close to 20,000 Hmong who settled in Wisconsin 
between 1975 and 1990 found that, despite the lack of formal 
parental education or even any written form of native language, 
Hmong children are performing considerably above the average of 
native-boi'n students, and most are continuing on in postsecondary 
education (S. Pass, 1991). Explanations for this pattern range from 
differences in the educational level that immigrants have attained 
before arriving in the United States to differences in home environ- 
ments. One other prominent explanation has been offered by Ogbu 
(1990). He makes a distinction between immigrant or voluntary mi- 
norities and caste-like or involuntary minorities. The category of 
voluntary minorities includes Asian immigrants, while involuntary 
minorities include not only blacks and American Indians but also 
Mexican-Americans. Ogbu places Mexican-Americans in the latter 
category because Mexican territory in what is now the American 
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Southwest was conquered by Anglos, and subsequent generations of 
Mexican-Americans have been treated similarly to blacks and 
American Indians. Ogbu argues that differences in achievement can 
be explained by cultural differences that are shaped by a group's own 
culture and its initial terms of incorporation into American society. 
Immigrants come to the United States with the expectation of receiv- 
ing certain economic, political, and social benefits; while they may 
suffer discrimination, they tend to measure their success or failure by 
the standards of their homelands, not by those of white Americans. 
Involuntary minorities, on the other hand, do not hold the same 
positive expectations about gaining such benefits. These differences, 
in turn, shape students' responses to the conditions they encounter 
in schools. 

Past studies provide insights into the ways in which immigrants' own 
cultural conditions and expectations interact with the schooling ex- 
periences they encounter upon arriving in the United ^*'".tes. These 
studies also suggest that it is a fallacy to consider immigrant students 
as a single group: Relevant comparisons need to be made across 
immigrants from different ethnic groups, between immigrants and 
native-born individuals of the same ethnic group, and among immi- 
grants, blacks, and Anglos. Consequently, although the major find- 
ings from ethnographic studies of immigrants are largely consistent, 
generalizing from them to all immigrant students is problematic. 
These studies are heavily context-dependent and rarely compare 
schooling conditions and outcomes for immigrant students across 
different types of communities. 

It is also problematic to use such studies for policy purposes. Not 
only are they idiosyncratic to specific kinds of schools and commu- 
nities, but they also examine the issue from the perspective of 
individual students responding to particular cultural and educational 
milieus. Consideration of immigrant education as a policy issue, on 
the other hand, requires that we examine it from the perspective of 
the larger system in which it operates. This broader focus is neces- 
sary for understanding how the schooling of immigrant students re- 
lates to the overall functioning of the U.S. educational system and for 
analyzing the resources and constraints that policymakers and edu- 
cators face in attempting to meet the needs of immigrant students. 
Two recent reports (National Coalition of Advocates for Students, 
1988; Olsen, 1988) by groups working on behalf of immigrant stu- 
dents have detailed their needs and recommended policy directions 
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consistent with meeting those needs. These reports are rare in that 
they take a policy perspective in assessing the schooling experiences 
of immigrant youth. But one is limited to California (Olsen, 1988), 
and both consider immigrant education in isolation, independent of 
either the fimctioning of the larger educational system or the other 
policy demands with which it must compete. 

ANALYTICAL PERSPECTIVE AND STUDY METHODS 
Research Questions and Conceptual Approach 

This study examines immigrant education from a broad policy per- 
spective, explicitly considering it as a political issue in competition 
for policymakers' attention and scarce public resources, and as one 
dimension of increasingly overburdened local school systems.^ It 
focuses on four questions: 

• What are the social and educational needs of immigrant stu- 
dents? 

• What strategies arc states* local districts, and individual schools 
using to educate immigrant students? 

• To what extent do current education reform efforts— such as 
site-based management and more rigorous curricula — comple- 
ment or hinder districts' and schools' efforts to meet the needs of 
immigrant students? 

• What strategies are likely to be most productive in meeting im- 
migrant students' needs, given the current educational, political, 
and fiscal climate? 

The concentration of immigrant students in a few states and large 
urban districts suggests a perspective for examining how immigrant 
education is treated as a policy issue. James Q. Wilson (1989) has ar- 
gued that, in analyzing the politics of an issue, it is important to con- 



'^We chose to examine immigrant education from a policy perspective, concentrating 
on questions of resource allocation, service delivery, and the political incentives to 
respond to these students' needs, because so little research has been done from this 
viewpoint. This emphasis, along with resource and time constraints, meant that we 
had to sacrifice analyzing the educational needs of immigrant students from the per- 
spective of the students themselves. However, since there are a number of insightful 
analyses from the imigrant's viewpoint, we felt we could best contribute to an under- 
standing of the issue area by concentrating on the policy-practice side. 
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sider how diffuse or concentrated its costs and benefits are. 
Immigration is a policy area where the economic and social benefits 
generated by newcomers are diffuse and long term. In fact, there is 
currently a debate among researchers and policymakers about the 
net effect of immigrants on the U.S. economy. Some analyses (e.g., 
Simon, 1984; McCarthy and Valdez, 1986) have found that, in the ag- 
gregate, immigrants produce a net positive impact, paying more in 
taxes than they receive in public benefits and helping to maintain a 
strong industrial and manufacturing base in specific local areas, such 
as Los Angeles. However, other analysts, such as George Borjas 
(1990), have pointed to the low educational and skill levels of new 
immigrants compared to those in earlier waves. These analysts have 
argued that, while immigrants have not adversely affected the earn- 
ings and employment opportunities of native-born workers, the 
continued influx of the less-skilled may make the United States less 
competitive internationally and may generate higher welfare and 
social-service expenditures. These divergent findings can be par- 
tially explained by differences in study design— e.g., whether the re- 
search focuses on legal and illegal immigration, on all ethnic groups 
or particular ones, and on one or more levels of government 
(Stanfield, 1992). In the absence of clear findings, much of the de- 
bate on the relative costs and benefits of immigration has tended to- 
ward the polemical. 

Even if we assume that the most positive findings are correct, how- 
ever, the benefits of immigration appear diffuse from a national per- 
spective—they tend to be localized in particular industries and geo- 
graphic areas, and they may materialize only after many years. On 
the other hand, the costs to the federal government of immigration 
are also low and diffuse in their impact. Most employed immigrants 
pay federal income and social security taxes and do not use dispro- 
portionate amounts of those services funded by the federal govern- 
ment (e.g., refugees are the only immigrant group that uses welfare 
to any significant extent). Consequently, there is little incentive for 
national policymakers to deal with immigrant education. Since both 
the benefits and the costs are so diffuse, there is little interest-group 
activity around the issue at the national level, and the constituents of 
most members of Congress are unaffected by immigration, either 
positively or negatively. As a result, immigrant education is not on 
the national policy agenda, and the federal role in immigrant educa- 
tion is limited. 
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The politics of immigrant education look different at the state and 
local levels, however. Although the benefits may also be perceived as 
diffuse and long term at that level, the costs are not. One of the 
largest costs associated with growing numbers of immigrants is edu- 
cation (McCarthy and Valdez, 1986), the majority of which is borne 
by states and localities (Shuit and McDonnell, 1992). Therefore, we 
expected that immigrant education would be primarily a state and 
local policy issue, with political concern only mobilized in those ar- 
eas most directly affected. As subsequent chapters will indicate, our 
assumption about the local level is largely correct. To the extent that 
the education of immigrants is considered at a!! as a separate policy 
issue, it occurs at the local level. But even -nis level, the needs of 
immigrant students are primarily viewed a.^ service-delivery issues 
that are often addressed on an ad hoc basis in individual schools. As 
we will argue in Chapter Three, strategies for serving immigrant stu- 
dents are typically not framed as comprehensive or coherent policy, 
and they are not linked to the broader, systemic needs of urban 
school districts. 

Contrary to our expectations, however, the education of immigrant 
children is not a definable policy issue at the state level. To the ex- 
tent that immigrants are considered as a separate category, they are 
viewed as language-minority students who may also be poor. 
Chapter Two examines the reasons for a lack of policy attention at 
the state level. 

When we began to examine how policymakers and educators define 
the policy problems that need to be addressed to assist immigrant 
children, the types of strategies they select, the resources they can 
mobilize, and the constraints they face, the fact that immigrant edu- 
cation is a policy area with diffuse benefits and concentrated costs 
helped explain the patterns we found. Until there is a stronger con- 
sensus about the level of societal benefits derived from immigration 
and whether those benefits should be viewed as national in scope, 
there is little incentive for national policymakers to assist those states 
and localities most affected by the costs of educating immigrant 
children. For the present, the types of services that immigrant stu- 
dents receive are largely shaped by the resources available to the lo- 
calities where they reside and by the situational imperatives that in- 
dividual principals and teachers face in attempting to mc3t these 
students' needs. 
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Study Methods 

To answer our four research questions, we needed lo examine immi- 
grant education in a sample of local districts and schools that reflects 
the range of communities in which immigrant children now live. We 
also needed to understand the perceptions and activities of a variety 
of actors, from the teachers who work directly with these children to 
the state policymakers responsible for public education. Although 
an in-depth survey of immigrant students was beyond the scope of 
this study, we also needed systematic data on their schooling experi- 
ences. 

Sample, Therefore, we selected a purposive sample of eight school 
districts and 55 schools in those districts. The districts and the de- 
mographic characteristics of their students are summarized in Table 
1.4. Six districts— New York, Los Angeles, Chicago, Miami, Houston, 
and San Francisco— were selected because together they enroll the 
overwhelming majority of immigrant students nationally. Visalia is a 
rural district that has experienced a large influx of immigrant stu- 
dents. Although neither the absolute numbers nor the proportions 
are as great as in the urban areas, large numbers of immigrants are a 
relatively new phenomenon in rural communities. We included 
Visalia in the study sample because we assumed that educating im- 
migrant children in areas with traditionally less-diverse populations 
may pose different kinds of challenges than in more heterogenous 
cities, and because in such states as California, Florida, and Texas, 
immigrant students now live in all types of communities and are not 
concentrated just in urban areas. Similarly, we included Fairfax 
County because it is a suburban district that has recently experi- 
enced a large influx of immigrant students. Although Fairfax is 
unique in its proximity to Washington, O.C., and the affluence of 
many of its residents, it is typical of a number of suburban districts 
that are now enrolling signiiicant numbers of immigrants. For ex- 
ample, in their search for affordable housing, large numbers of im- 
migrants have moved to inner-ring suburbs of San Francisco and Los 
Angeles, so that these areas now reflect the ethnic diversity of the 
cities they surround. We assumed that, like the rural communities, 
these suburban districts may have been accustomed to educating a 
fairly homogenous student body and would encounter some diffi- 
culties in responding to the needs of the newcomers. We aiso in- 
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Table 1.4 
Study Sample 



Total Ethnic Major 

Enrollment Composition LEP Recent Immigrant 

District (1990-1991) (percent) Students Immigrants^ Groups 



New York 


956,000 


Black 


38 


94,000 


70,000 


Caribbean 


City 




Hispanic 


35 






Russian 




Anglo 


19 






Chinese 






Asian 


8 






Mexican 


Los Angeles 


625.461 


Hispanic 


63 


200,500 


89,048 


Mexican 




Black 


15 






Central 






Anglo 


14 






American 






Asian 


8 








(Miicago 


408,714 


Black 


58 


42,000 


20,000 


Mexican 




Hispanic 


27 






Polish 






Anglo 


12 






Rumanian 






Asian 


3 






South & 














Southeast 




























Central & South 














American 


Dade County 


239,727 


Hispanic 


8S 


40,700 


46,994 


Nicaraguan 


(Miami) 




Black 


5 






LrUoan 




Anglo 


5 






Haitian 






Other 


' 






Columbian 














! n m n ir*n n 
) ai 1 idi^dl 1 


Houston 


194,512 


Hispanic 


45 


35,027 


7,638 


Mexican 






Black 


38 






v^entrai 






Anglo 


14 






American 






Asian 


3 








Fairfax 


131,000 


Anglo 


72 


6,000 


4,801 


Southeast 


County, 




Asian 


12 






Asian 


VA 




Black 


10 






Central 






Hispanic 


6 






American 














Mexican 


San Francisco 


63.506 


Asian 


34 


18.040 


13,317 


Chinese 






Hispanic 


20 






Filipino 






Black 


19 






Mexican 






Anglo 


14 






Central 






Other^ 


13 






American 














Southeast 














Asian 


Visaiia, CA 


21 324 


Anglo 


56 


4.397 


1,361 


Southeast 






Hispanic 


33 






Asian 






Asian 


8 






Mexican 



^These are students who have lived in the United States for three years or less, and are 
identified as eligible for federal Emergency Immigrant Education Act (EIEA) funds, 
^This category includes Arabs, Indo-Chinese, Samoans, and American Indians. 
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eluded a suburban district in the sample, because current trends 
suggest that more and more immigrants will move to such commu- 
nities in search of affordable housing and the jobs no longer avail- 
able in the central cities. 

District and school interviews. In each district, we selected for study 
those schools with the greatest numbers of immigrant students. 
However, wherever possible, we also attempted to include schools 
that have mixed enroKjnents of native-born and imm.igrant students 
and have more than one ethnic group represented in the student 
body. The sample includes 20 elementary schools, i 1 middle schools 
or junior highs, and 18 high schools. In each school, we conducted 
either on-site or telephone interviews with principals, teachers, 
counselors, and bilingual/ESL program coordinators."* At the district 
level, we interviewed school board members, ths superintendent or 
his deputy, the director of the district's bilingual/ESL program, the 
district curriculum director, and directors of other programs that 
impact on immigrant students (e.g., student services, compensatory 
education, and school reform). In each district, we also interviewed 
representatives of those community groups and social-sei'vice agen- 
cies serving immigrants. A total of 236 interviews were conducted in 
the eight school districts. 

In addition to questions about district and school-level demograph- 
ics, governance, program offerings, and policy initiatives, respon- 
dents were asked to 

• describe the academic and related opportunities available to 
students — e.g., programs for language-minority students, includ- 
ing how they are assigned, how their progress is monitored 
and what instructional strategies are used; academic coufse of- 
ferings and how students are assigned to courses; teacher quali- 
fications, including the number who can speak students' native 
languages 



'^In 23 of the schools, on-site interviews were conducted with the following staff: the 
principal; the bilingual coordinator, if the position existed; the head counselor in high 
schools; in elementary schools, those teaching kindergarten, third, and sixtli gra .■'es 
(and where possible, the appropriate bilingual aides for those teachers); and 'n high 
schools, an KSL teacher and the chairs of the mathematics, social studies, and voca- 
tional education departments. 

In the remaining 32 schools, telephone intennews were conducted with the principal 
and either the bilingual coordinator or the head counselor. 

3 'J 
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♦ describe the types of immigrant students with whom they 
work — their aspirations and academic performance, attitudes 
and motivation, linguistic abilities, social skills, and relationships 
with other students and staff 

♦ assess the major problems faced by immigrant students and the 
adequacy of the academic and social services available to them 

♦ compare immigrant and native-born students in terms of their 
needs and school experiences and the types of interactions 
among them. 

The interview data were analyzed in two ways. A site summary was 
prepared on each district. These summaries, based on the statistical 
and interview data collected at the district and school levels, in- 
cluded overviews of each district, a description of immigrant educa- 
tion at the district level, and a discussion of school practices as they 
affect immigrant students. Because the summaries were prepared 
using a common outline and set of analytical criteria, comparisons 
could be made across schools within the same district, as well as 
across the eight districts. In addition, all the interview data were 
entered into a computerized database that allowed project staff to ac- 
cess responses by district, school, respondent category, or any com- 
bination of these. In this way, the data could be aggregated and ana- 
lyzed more systematically than is typically feasible with qualitative 
data. 

Transcript analysis. To supplement the statistical and interview 
data collected on districts and schools and to obtain a systematic 
picture of immigrant students* schooling experiences, we also coded 
the transcripts of 745 students enrolled in two elementary, two mid- 
dle, and two high schools in Los Angeles. At the elementary schools, 
the transcripts of 145 children who were second graders in the 1990- 
1991 school year and 145 who were fourth graders were randomly 
sampled and coded. At the middle schools, 150 transcripts of stu- 
dents who were in eighth grade in the 1990-1991 school year were 
randomly sampled. At the high schools. 152 tenth graders (Class of 
*93) and 153 eleventh graders (Class of '92) were randomly sampled 
how ninth grade class lists to ensure that subsequent dropouts we^e 
included. Table 1.5 summarizes the demographic characteristics of 
the six schools from v/hich the transcripts were sampled. 
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Table 1.5 

Characteristics of Los Angeles Schools from Which Student Transcripts 
Were Sampled (1990-1991) 



Ethnicity (percentages) 





Toial 
Enrollmeni 


Percent 
Recent 
Immigrants^ 


Hispanic 


Asian 


Black 


.\nglo 


1. Elementary 


964 


31 


61 


31 


3 


5 


2. Elementary 




38 


80 


20 






3. Middle school 


l,8bv. 


11 


62 


5 


33 




4. Middle school 


1.990 


60 


63 


8 


2 


27 


5. High school 


4.327 


68 


82 


16 


1 


1 


6. High school 


2,749 


24 


71 


28 







^These are students who have lived in the United States for three years Ok* less, and are 
identified as eligible for federal ElEA funds. 



Since we were interested not only in understanding the schooling 
experiences of immigrant students, but also in comparing them with 
those of native-born youth, we included both groups in the sampling 
universe. To ensure that there were sufficient numbers, we over- 
sampled immigrants by first disaggregating student lists by foreign- 
and native-born and then randomly sampling from each list. As a re- 
sult, slightly over half the sample are either recent arrivals v^ho have 
been in the United States three years or less (31 percent) or more es- 
tablished immigrants, living in this country for more than three years 
(23 percent). 

Transcripts were coded to obtain the following information on stu- 
dents:^ 

• background characteristics — gender, ethnicity, immigrant status, 
eligibility for free or reduced-price lunch (as a proxy for poverty 
status), whether living with one or both parents or a guardian, 
mobility, number of absences, suspensions, and retention in 
grade 



^Approximately 5 percent of the transcripts were independently coded by two differ- 
ent coders. The reliabilit>' analysis on this subsample indicated a 94 percent level of 
agreement across coders. 
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• frequency and type of language and achievement testing and the 
scores on those tests 

• types of special services provided — e.g., special education, gifted 
classes, regular counseling 

• type of language instniction — ESL; bilingual; for middle and high 
school students, whether any academic subjects were taken in 
students' native language 

• types of courses taken, level of courses,^ and grades for middle 
and high school students 

• teachers' comments about students' overall ability, motivation 
and effort, concentration, social behavior, and classroom 
behavior for elementary students.^ 

Because of resource limitations, we could only conduct a transcript 
analysis on one school district. We chose Los Angeles, because it is 
the district most affected by immigrants. As the discussion in 
Chapter Three indicates, language instruction and curricular offer- 
ings for immigrant and other language-minority students differ from 
district to district. Consequently, the transcript analysis reported in 



^The academic level of each course was coded in one of seven categories: remedial — 
instruction aimed at remediating basic skill deficiencies; regular/basic— academic 
material presented in a manner suitable fo" students who will end their formal school- 
ing with high school, emphasizing exposure and basic competencies; applied/ 
vocational — content focused on students' possible vocational objectives, emphasizing 
applications in the work setting; heterogeneous— matenal appropriate for students 
with a variety of abilities and educational objectives; college-preparaiory—tn'Mena] 
that gives students academic skills and breadth of exposure sufficient to prepare them 
for college-level work; /lonors— college-preparatory content, but enriched or 
accelerated; advanced—matenal that prepares students for advanced placement (AP) 
examinations. 

Three other pieces of information were coded for each course: whether the course was 
taught as a bilingual, ESL, or sheltered class; when the course was taken; and the grade 
a student received. 

The coding of this information was based on in-depth interviews with school staff, a 
review of course handbooks and other materials, and follow-up telephone inquiries, 
as needed for clarification. 

The procedures and coding categories used for the transcript analysis were developed 
as part of earlier research on the design of curriculum indicators. See McDonnell et al. 
(1990). 

^Although grades are not given at this level, teachers do rate students' achievement 
and effort in academic subjects and their classroom behavior as either satisfactory or 
unsatisfactory. These teacher judgments were also coded. 
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that chapter is only generalizable to schools in Los Angeles with high 
proportions of immigrant students. Nevertheless, it does present a 
portrait of how well immigrant students in the "New Ellis Island" are 
faring. 

State-level interviews. A final data source is interviews conducted 
with state policymakers in California, Florida, Illinois, New York, 
Texas, and Virginia. Respondents included state legislators and their 
staffs, governors' education aides, the leadership of the states' de- 
partments of education, administrators of bilingual and federal im- 
migrant programs, and interest-group representatives. Thirty-eight 
interviews were conducted across the six states. 

Respondents were asked about how state policymakers assess the 
importance of immigrant education in comparison with other edu- 
cation issues, how they define the problems that need to be ad- 
dressed in the schooling of immigrant youth, the operations and ad- 
equacy of state orograms to serve immigrant students, the adequacy 
of federal programs, any perceived gaps in the services available to 
immigrant students, and the major issues facing the state with regard 
to the education of immigrant students. 

ORGANIZATION OF THE REPORT 

Although the federal role in immigrant education was not a specific 
focus of our study, it sets a legal and policy context for state and local 
activities. Therefore, the first part of Chapter Two presents a brief 
summary of federal policies that directly affect immigrant students; 
the remainder of the chapter draws on the state-level interviews in 
analyzing the state role in immigrant education. Findings based on 
the district- and school-level data are presented in Chapters Three 
and Four. In Chapter Five, we argue that, although immigrant stu- 
dents have unmet educational needs unique to their newcomer sta- 
tus, the greatest barrier to quality education for them is the same as it 
is for all students in urban school districts. Simply put, those dis- 
tricts lack the basic institutional capacity to meet the educational 
and social needs of their students. Consequently, we recommend 
several strategies specific to improving educational outcomes for 
immigrant students, but then stress the more fundamental changes 
that will be necessary to strengthen the entire system responsible for 
educating students in large city schools. 
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FEDERAL AND STATE ROLES IN IMMIGRANT 

EDUCATION 



A LIMITED FEDERAL PRESENCE 

The federal government plays a narrowly circumscribed role in the 
schooling of immigrcint students, similar to its function in elemen- 
tary and secondary education generally. At a programmatic level, it 
acts as a junior partner, funding several categorical programs that 
supplement the costs borne by states and local districts. But it also 
plays another, more substantial, role, because federal judicial deci- 
sions create frameworks that define the legal rights of various stu- 
dent groups. For immigrant students, the Lau remedies are the most 
relevant. These are based on the 1974 Supreme Court decision, 
which ruled that, under Title VI of the Civil Rights Act, LEP students 
are entitled to special assistance to allow them to participate equally 
in school programs. 

The one federal program specifically targeted to immigrant students, 
the Emergency Immigrant Education Act (EIEA), is small, with total 
appropriations of $30 million ayear.^ To qualify for KIEA funding, a 
school district must have at least 500 immigrant students, or these 



Kjntil FY 1909, the federal Rovernment also funded the Transition Program for 
Refugee Children { TPUC). In its last year, the program was funded at $15 million to 
serve 74,000 refugee children. Although the amount available per eligible student 
(about $200) was considerably higher than for EIFA the per capita funding had de- 
creased from about $650 per student in the program's early years. 
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Students must represent at least 3 percent of its total enrollment.^ 
Students can only be counted for EIEA funding if they have been in 
U.S. schools for three years or less.^ In FY 1990, the total amount of 
EIEA funds available per student was $42, down from $86 per student 
six years earlier. The decrease resulted because appropriations have 
remained stable, while the number of eligible students has increased 
by 73 percent. 

Despite the relatively small amount of EIEA funding generated per 
student, districts welcome the money because they have wide lati- 
tude in how it can be spent. They may use it for personnel expenses 
incurred in remedial instructional programs, the training of staff to 
work with immigrant students, instructional materials for English 
language and bilingual programs, and the requisition of classroom 
space. School districts can use the funds to benefit any or all of their 
students, as long as the services are related to the educational needs 
of EIEA-eligible immigrants. In 1991, the General Accounting Office 
(GAO) reported that about 80 percent of EIEA funds was used to sup- 
port academic instructional programs. The remaining 20 percent 
was used for such purposes as student testing and counseling, 
parental involvement activities, and administrative services (GAO, 
1991). 

A second federal program directly relevant to immigrant students is 
Title VII of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), 
which funds instructional programs for LEP students, whether they 
are immigrants or native born. The bulk of the funds ($115.8 million 
in FY 1990) is awarded to school districts in the form of discretionary 
project grants of three years* duration. With project funding, district 
staff design and implement instructional programs for language- 
minority students. The majority (64 percent of the 800 funded in FY 
1990) are designed as transitional bilingual programs, with instruc- 



^The GAO estimated that during the 1989-1990 school year, there were 700,000 
immigrants who met HIKA eligibility criteria. However, only 5B4,000 (85 percent) were 
enrolled in the 529 districts that received KIHA funds. The remaining immigrant youth 
were dispersed among an estimated 4000 school districts that did not receive EIEA 
funding (GAO, 1991). 

*^As another indication of the concentration of immigrant students, in FY 1990, 
California received 45 percent of the available EIEA funds based on its numbers of eli- 
gible students. Together. California, Florida, Illinois, New York, and Texas received 78 
percent of the total EIEA funding. 
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tion in both a student's native language and English, and are in- 
tended to achieve student proficiency in English. A few projects (2 
percent) are designed as developmental bilingual programs to help 
LEP students attain competence in their native languages and in 
English. About 20 percent of the projects support structured English- 
language instruction for LEP students, and the remaining projects 
focus on special purposes, such as instruction for LEP students in 
preschool, special education, gifted and talented programs, and 
English literacy instruction for parents. About 290,000 of the L9 mil- 
lion LEP students nationwide were served in Title VII projects during 
FY 1990 (U.S. Department of Education, 1991). The remaining Title 
VII funds ($41 million in FY 1990) are used for technical assistance 
and staff development, data collection, and evaluation. The GAO es- 
timates that in 1990, about 19 to 31 percent of recent immigrants in 
districts with ElEA funds were receiving instructional services from a 
Title VII project (GAO, 1991). 

Although programs funded by Title VII deliver instructional services 
to immigrant and other language-minority students, they neither 
serve all such students nor are they a stable source of program 
funding. From its inception in 1968, Title VII was meant to stimulate 
innovative programs that would eventually be supported by state 
and local funds. In addition, local districts are under no obligation to 
apply for such funds. Consequently, whether a given student re- 
ceives Title VII services depends on whether the district in which he 
or she is enrolled is interested in mounting a program and on that 
district's ability to compete successfully for funding. 

In addition to services funded by EIEA and Title VII, immigrant stu- 
dents may receive federally funded services under the Chapter 1 
programs for educationally disadvantaged and migrant children.'* 
The GAO estimates that, in the 1989-1990 school year, between 50 
and 66 percent of the recent immigrants in districts receiving EIEA 
funds also received Chapter 1 services for educationally disadvan- 
taged children, and between 15 and 24 percent received migrant ed- 
ucation services (GAO, 1991). 



'^Chapter 1 is the largest federal elementary and secondary education program, with 
appropriations of $5.2 billion in FY 1990. It funds supplemental remedial instruction 
and is intended to serve educationally disadvantaged students in school districts with 
relatively high concentrations of children from low-income families. 
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The federal initiative that has had the greatest impact on the services 
available to immigrant students is not a programmatic one autho- 
rized through legislation, but rather the result of litigation. In a 1974 
decision, Lau v. Nichols^ the U.S. Supreme Court overturned the de- 
cision of a federal district court in a class action suit brought four 
years earlier on behalf of Chinese students against the San Francisco 
Unified School District. The plaintiffs argued that no programs were 
available to meet the students' specific linguistic needs and that, as a 
result, they suffered educationally because they could not benefit 
from instruction in English. The Court, in an opinion auth'ored by 
Justice Douglas, ruled that 

There is no equality of treatment merely by providing students with 
the same facilities, textbooks, teachers, and curriculum; for students 
who do not understand English are effectively foreclosed from any 
meaningful education. (414 U.S. 563) 

Three aspects of the decision and its aftermath are important. First, 
although the plaintiffs argued on the basis of both their constitu- 
tional rights under the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth 
Amendment and Title VI of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, the Court 
avoided the constitutional issue altogether and used Title VI as the 
basis for its decision. In other words, the ruling invoked no 
constitutional guarantees for language-minority students (Hakuta, 
1986; Crawford, 1991). Second, by the time the case had reached the 
Supreme Court, the plaintiffs had dropped their earlier demand for 
bilingual education. Consequently, the Court acted consistently with 
previous decisions that specific educational remedies be left to local 
school boards and ruled that 

No specific remedy is urged upon us. Teaching English to the stu- 
dents of Chinese ancestry who do not speak the language is one 
choice. Giving instructions to this group in Chinese is another. 
There may be others. Petitioners ask only tha' the Board of 
Education be directed to apply its expertise to the problem and rec- 
tify the situation.-"^ 



^\v\ a consent decree, the San Prancisco Board of Education agreed to provide a bilin- 
guaUbicuitural program for the (Chinese, Filipino, and Spanish-speaking students who 
constitute over 80 percent of the LEP students in the district. For the remaining 
groups, ESL instruction was offered. 
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The discretion that the Court permitted local districts in fashioning a 
remedy was subsequently narrowed by a set of policy guidelines 
promulgated by the U.S. Office of Education, Developed by a task 
force comprising Office of Civil Rights (OCR) staff and outside bilin- 
gual education experts, what became known as the Laii remedies 
outlined how districts should identify and evaluate children with 
limited English skills, what instructional strategies are appropriate 
for them, the criteria for mainstreaming LEP students, and what 
professional standards teachers should meet. Most importantly, the 
remedies went beyond the Laii decision in requiring that, when a 
student's rights had been violated, districts must provide bilingual 
instruction for students who speak little or no English. "English as a 
second language is a necessary component" of bilingual instruction, 
the guidelines stated, but "since an ESL program does not consider 
the affective nor cognitive development of the students ... an ESL 
program [by itself] is appropriate" (as cited in Crawford, 1991, p. 
37). In most cases, compensatory instruction in English alone was 
considered, according to the guidelines, to be permissible for sec- 
ondary students. Although the Lau remedies lacked the force of fed- 
eral regulations, they were used as the basis for OCR enforcement 
actions and as a condition of funding for districts applying for Title 
Vll support. 

A third notable aspect of Lau and the federal role in educating lan- 
guage-minority children has been the intense level of controversy 
surrounding it— far greater than would be predicted by either the 
modest funding level of Title VII or a Supreme Court decision that re- 
ceived a one-sentence mention in the New York Times vjhen it was 
first rendered (Hakuta, 1986; Cravi^ord, 1991). Reasons for the con- 
tinuing high levels of controversy are severalfold, but most can be 
traced to the unresolved conflict between bilingual education as a 
means of smoothing children's transition into English language in- 
struction or as a vehicle for the maintenance of their native language 
and culture. This ambivalence and the resulting tension can be 
traced to the passage of Title VII in 1968 when, to get the legislation 
enacted, its supporters kept both the definition of bilingual educa- 
tion and the purpose of the Act intentionally vague (Ravitch, 1983). 
As Hakuta (1986, p. 226) notes, bilingual education "carries with it 
the burden of a societal symbol." As such, it has been the focal point 
of debates over how assimilationist the schools should be; whether 
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additional public resources should be provided for a specific group 
of students and their teachers, the majority of whom are members of 
a single ethnic group; and, depending on the goals of bilingual edu- 
cation, what the most appropriate and effective instructional strate- 
gies are. Over the past 25 years, these questions have been addressed 
not as pedagogical issues, but as highly emotional, political ones, 
with the answers dependent on which ideological position is ascen- 
dant at any given time. 

AN INVISIBLE POLICY ISSUE FOR STATES 

The most notable characteristic of immigrant education policy at the 
state level is its total absence, aside from programs for LEP students. 
Across the six states we studied, there are no policies specifically tar- 
geted to students on the basis of their immigrant status. Rather, slate 
policy focuses on students with limited English-language skills, 
whether they be immigrants or native born. Beyond this overarching 
feature, state policy affecting immigrant students is typical of other 
areas of elementary and secondary education in that it varies consid- 
erably from state to state, while also exhibiting important com- 
monalities. 

Four co.Timon factors characterize immigrant education across the 
six stat( s. First, it is not a very visible issue. As one state senator in 
Illinois noted, "immigrant education is an issue there with dozens of 
other?, but it's not at the top." Policymakers acknowledge immigrant 
education as important, but either view it as subsumed under other 
issues, such as dropout prevention, or rank it on the state policy 
agenda considerably below such issues as school finance reform or 
coping with budgetary pressures. Second, infmigrant education pol- 
icy is essentially English-language acquisition policy. Every state 
policymaker we interviewed, regardless of role, position, or political 
ideology, equated the two. Third, to the extent that immigi- .it edu- 
cation policy is language acquisition policy, it is the product of both 
judicial and legislative actions. Those pressing for improved instruc- 
tion for language-minority students have used the federal courts to 
force greater state effort in this area. In a majority of states with large 
immigrant populations, judicial decisions have played a key role in 
shaping the state program, usually by requiring that the state guaran- 
tee a level of services to eligible students and monitor the type and 



4 'J 



Federal and State Roles in Immigrant Education 25 



quality of instruction provided by local districts. Acting in response 
to constituent pressure and judicial mandates, the legislatures in all 
six states have dealt with the issue through policies that typically re- 
quire local districts to provide instructional services to LEP students 
and provide a modest level of state support. Finally, a major similar- 
ity across the six states is that, in each state, policy mechanisms do 
make a difference. The mandates and incentives that constitute state 
policy for LEP students create frameworks that significantly shape 
the kinds of sen^' '^s those students receive in local districts. 

Major differences c^ross the six states are twofold. First, the politics 
of bilingual education, and hence immigrant education, vary consid- 
erably from state to state. In Illinois and New York, the state bilin- 
gual program is well established, viewed as another categorical pro- 
gram to meet the needs of a particular constituency, and insulated 
from political assaults. Although the programs may be somewhat 
less well institutionalized, the legislative politics of bilingual educa- 
tion in Florida and Texas are similar to those in Illinois and New 
York, with the program largely viewed as assistance to one area of the 
state. In California, on the other hand, bilingual education has been 
a continuing source of controversy: The state legislature was unable 
to override a gubernatorial veto, thus preventing reauthorization of 
the state program after its mandated sunset in 1986. Finally, Virginia 
has traditionally considered the education of LEP and immigrant 
students to be a local problem, and only recently have state policy- 
makers begun to deal with the issue. The second difference is the ex- 
tent to which the policy responses of the six states vary. At one end 
of the continuum is Virginia, where legislators have appropriated a 
small amount of state funds ($1.7 million in the 1990 biennium) to be 
allocated to local school districts serving LEP students. At the other 
end is Illinois, where, as the result of state program mandates, large 
numbers of LEP students have access to a college-preparatory cur- 
riculum in their native language. As we will see in this chapter and 
the next, the extent to which instruction for LEP students varies 
across states largely depends on the nature of the LEP population 
and the availability of qualified teachers. Nevertheless, the strength 
of state mandates and the funding levels also help account for differ- 
ences. 

The remainder of this chapter examines these similarities and differ- 
ences by first focusing on how the issue of immigrant education is 
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viewed in the state policy arena and on how the politics of the issue 
have shaped state policy responses. The state policy frameworks for 
each of the six states are then compared. 

Immigrant Education as the Politics of Bilingual Education 

Defining the Problem* State-level respondents were asked, "when 
policymakers consider schooling for immigrant children, what do 
they see as the major problems that need to be addressed?" With few 
exceptions, the problem of immigrant education is viewed by stale 
policymakers as the need for newcomers to learn English. For ex- 
ample, one Hispanic legislator in Texas noted, "this is a black and 
white issue— it s bilingual education. (Policymakers) see the lan- 
guage barrier as the hardest obstacle to overcome for recent immi- 
grants." Likewise, the governor's education aide in New York noted 
that, "for most policimakers, immigrant education is about helping 
students learn English." Even state-level advocacy groups for immi- 
grants, such as the California Rural Legal Assistance Foundation, de- 
fine the problem similarly: "we view the needs of immigrant stu- 
dents similar to those of LEPs. Immigrant is a substitute for LEP." 

The extent to which the issue is viewed as the need to acquire 
English-language proficiency, even when that may not be the main 
problem facing an immigrant student, was noted by a state educa- 
tion department official in New York: 

When you ask policymakers about immigrants, they will respond in 
terms of those who are LEP. Yet we have English-speaking immi- 
grants from the West Indies who have special needs, and their 
needs are becoming evident in New York City and Westchester. 
These students have minimal educational backgrounds; their spo- 
ken English is different from either American or standard English; 
and they come from a very different cultural environment. The 
state has no policy yet about whether services should be required 
for this English-speaking group of immigrants, but we are aware of 
them from the EIEA counts.^ 



^Mn FY 1990, ahout 14 percent of New York students who had been in the United States 
for three years or less were from English-speaking countries. 
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A few respondents in each state, however, saw the problems facing 
immigrant students in a broader context. For example, a number of 
respondents in California mentioned that there was a need to pro- 
vide more and better training for adult immigrants. In their view, 
that training includes the opportunity to gain what has been called 
"an employability level of English proficiency," But it also includes 
vocational training that would allow for upward occupational mobil- 
ity. Expanded educational opportunities for adult immigrants are 
also viewed as a way to assist immigrant children by improving the 
economic status of their families and giving parents skills that will 
enable them to help their children do well in school. There was also 
a sense among respondents who mentioned the need for adult edu- 
cation that such services commanded widespread political support 
and are a way to help immigrants, while avoiding the controversy 
surrounding bilingual education. 

In discussing the English-language acquisition needs of immigrant 
students, some respondents mentioned related needs not currently 
being met. For example, California respondents talked about the 
school facilities shortages that have resulted in overcrowded schools 
and long-distance busing in some districts, most notably Los 
Angeles. A related problem mentioned with some frequency is the 
shortage of teachers qualified to teach LEP students. A California 
state department of education task force reported that in 1989 the 
state had a shortage of 11,710 bilingual teachers. The absolute num- 
bers are greatest for Spanish: Only half of the over 600,000 Spanish- 
speaking children in California are taught by a teacher who speaks 
Spanish, with the state estimating that the shortage of Spanish bilin- 
gual teachers is close to 8,000 (Berman et al., 1992; California SDE 
Task Force, 1990). But the need is also high in other languages, such 
as Vietnamese, for which 716 teachers are needed, with only 46 cur- 
rently available. Similarly, the state education department in New 
York reported in 1990 that 32 percent of the ESL teachers in the state 
and 48 percent of the bilingual teachers lacked the appropriate certi- 
fication (New York State Education Department, 1990). 

Explanations for why immigrant and bilingual education have be- 
come synonymous focused on the fact that, even in states with large 
immigrant populations, most legislators do not have immigrants 
living in their districts, because immigrants tend to concentrate in 
only a few areas of the state. Legislators representing heavily immi- 
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grant districts spoke of colleagues' misconceptions about bilingual 
education — for example, that nothing was ever taught or learned in 
English. Even in California, where immigrants now live throughout 
most of the state, one legislative staffer estimated that "fewer than a 
quarter of the members of the senate have a sense of the problems 
faced by immigrants— not just in education, but in health and other 
areas . . . they're not in schools very often." 

The State Politics of Bilingual Education. The linking of immigrant 
education with bilingual education has meant, on the one hand, that 
there is a relatively stable source of state funding to assist 
newcomers. But it has also meant that schooling conditions for 
immigrant students are inextricably linked to the state politics of 
bilingual education. In Illinois and New York, those politics have 
been routinized. Bilingual education is viewed as one of a number of 
categorical programs in both states. Although one Hispanic legisla- 
tor in New York characterized attempts to fund the state bilingual 
program as "like milking a reluctant cow," the program is funded 
through the state aid formula with the supplement having increased 
from 0.05 of per capita student funding (ADA) in 1981 to the current 
0.15 ADA. In Illinois, one legislative leader in education character- 
ized the bilingual program as now safe from attempts either to re- 
duce funding or to abolish the program. His Hispanic colleague 
agreed, noting: 

There has been an increase in the immigrant population outside 
Chicago in the collar counties. This has increased political support 
because elected officials are being forced to be responsive as larger 
numbers of immigrants move inio their areas. That's why we no 
longer have to fear the elimination ot bilingual fu .^ing, and can 
now begin to concentrate on the quality of programs — 

You no longer hear people talking about whether or not they are go- 
ing to cut us. This is allowing us in the Hispanic community to shed 
bilingual education as a sacred cow. We could see deficiencies in 
bilingual education in the past, but we were afraid to air our dirty 
laundry. Now we can criticize the quality without fear of opening 
up ihe program for attack, and having the baby thrown out with the 
bath water. 
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Even though it is now viewed as a categorical program serving a par- 
ticular constituency, bilingual-education advocates in Illinois must 
still moderate their demands. One of the legislative committee 
chairs characterized the dilemma in this way: 

For the groups interested in bilingual education, there's a tight line 
between advocacy and killing the golden goose. If these groups are 
too loud, they may become a target of those trying to kill the pro- 
gram. 

Still, as a state department of education official noted, 

over the years, the bilingual program has had its ups and downs, 
and has been the subject of many legislative debates. It has been 
perceived as a 'Chicago program,' and as a 'Hispanic program.' But 
the program has never been cut. 

Additionally, in both New York and Illinois, bilingual supporters have 
been able to block attempts to place English Only initiatives^ on the 
state policy agenda. 

The extent to which immigrant and bilingual education has been de- 
fined as constituency politics in Illinois is illustrated by the only 
state- level program specifically for immigrants that we found in any 
of the six states. In Chicago, an alternative school, the Senn 
Southeast Asian Center, was begun in 1990. Over the first year of the 
program, about 70 students were served, 30 of whom were new- 
comers and 40 were refugees who had been in the United States for 



^Unlike funding for bilingual education in Florida, New York, and Texas, where it is 
allocated through a proportional supplement to the state funding formula, Illinois 
funds its program through an excess-cost reimbursement system. As the result of a 
two-year state income surcharge imposed in 1989, state support for education in- 
creased, with funding for the bilingual program increasing from $18.9 million to $48.3 
million. Consequently, the state reimbursed local districts about 89 percent of their 
costs in 1990 and about 75 percent in 1991. 

^Legislation has now been passed in 17 states to make English the official state lan- 
guage through either constitutional amendments or special statutes. Some of these 
laws are largely symbolic, while others, such as California's Proposition 63, are 
stronger, because they give individuals the right to sue to enforce the law. The impe- 
tus behind the Englisl. Only movement is a coalition of interest groups ranging from 
the 240,000-member U.S. English to the American Grange, the American Legion, and 
the Polish-American Congress (McCroarty, 199?). 
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two to five years and had dropped out of school. The program was 
established by the Governor's Office for Asian-American Affairs and 
the State Board of Education after Asian community groups lobbied 
the governor on behalf of Southeast Asian students who entered the 
United States in their late teens with little formal schooling and were 
at high risk of dropping out. The program is funded by state truancy, 
vocational education, adult education, bilingual, and job training 
funds. The governor's staff portrays the Southeast Asian Center as 
evidence of the importance of immigrant education at the state level, 
and the state department of education sees it as a model of interpro- 
gram cooidination. Yet there are no plans to expand the program or 
to establish additional ones. Just as bilingual education is viewed as 
a measure of political influence in the Hispanic community, as well 
as meeting a critical educational need, the Southeast Asian Center 
represents both political responsiveness to a growing constituency 
and an effort to deal with the problem of Asian dropouts. 

The politics of bilingual education are somewhat less stable in 
Florida and Texas. An English Only initiative was passed by Florida 
voters, but its effect on schools has been minimal, as long as LEP 
programs can demonstrate that they prepare students for eventual 
instruction in English. The requirements under which local districts 
now operate as the result of a recent consent decree (described be- 
low) give the option of providing basic subject-area instruction in ei- 
ther a student's home language or in an ESL program. Either method 
qualifies for an additional 0.6 (ADA) in per-pupil state support for 
each LEP student. Although the state has provided additional sup- 
port for LEP students since 1973. it was not until 1990 that the legisla- 
ture first enacted a law requiring that statewide educational stan- 
dards for language minorities be established. Study respondents 
reported that state policymakers gave districts the option of either 
bilingual or ESL programs as a way of accommodating both sides in a 
continuing controversy between those advocating bilingual and bi- 
cultural education and those insisting on a rapid transition to in- 
struction solely in English. 

As in Illinois and New York, attempts to pass an English Only initia- 
tive were effectively stopped in Texas, and like New York and Florida, 
the state funds its bilingual program through the state aid formula (at 
0.1 additional ADA). At the same time, Hispanic legislators and their 
colleagues representing the border areas and the large cities have 
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been forced to retreat from pro-immigrant positions. According to 
these respondents, if they push immigrant and bilingual issues too 
strongly, they lose support from their other constituents. 

The politics of bilingual education have been the most rancorous in 
California. The fight against bilingual education was led by conser- 
vative Republican members of the Assembly who found an ally in the 
former governor, George Deukmejian. The opponents of bilingual 
education maintained that it was too prescriptive and there was no 
evidence that the program worked. As one example of the prescnp 
tiveness of the program, opponents pointed to the requirement that 
one-third of each bilingual classroom comprise native English 
speakers. When the child of one legislator leading the fight against 
bilingual education was placed in such a class, opponents had a vis- 
ible rallying point. The fight was acrimonious, with the opponents 
charging that "the major agenda of the state bilingual program is the 
Hispanic agenda: to promote Spanish as an equal culture in the 
state, just like in Quebec." In response, groups advocating bilingual 
education charged that the opponents were "mean-spirited and 
xenophobic" and were using the issue merely for political gain. With 
the issue framed in this way, the strengths and weaknesses of the 
state program were never debated in a considered manner. Three 
attempts to reauthorize the bilingual program were vetoed by the 
governor; currently, state funding for LEP students is contained in a 
broader compensatory education program, with only the intent of 
the former legislation (but not its specific requirements) in place.^ 

In Virginia, immigrant students have traditionally lived only in the 
northern part of the state surrounding Washington, D.C., and in the 
tidewater region. Consequently, state policymakers were able to de- 
fine the issue as a local problem. However, as immigrants have be- 
gun to locate in other areas of the state, the issue has moved to the 



^Recently, the political debate in California has focused more directly on immigrants 
and their claim to public services and less on the issue of bilingual education. 
However, this debate is likely to be no less divisive. As the state's fiscal problems have 
grown, the current governor, Pete Wilson, has argued that immigrants are among the 
"i'dx receivers" who are resettling in California to lake advantage of the state's high 
level of public assistance benefits. The inference that immigrants are a net drain on 
the state mirroi s the results of a 1991 Los Angeles Times poll, which found that more 
than two-thirds of those surveyed considered immigrants to be moreof a burden than 
a benefit to the state (Stanfield, 1992). 
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State-level agenda. The governor, Douglas Wilder, officially identi- 
fied immigrant education as an area of concern in his Commission 
on Disparity, an initiative to foster equal educational opportunity. 
The state also now recognizes LEP students as a category of at-risk 
students and is developing a statewide education improvement plan 
for LEP students. The expectation is that the original $1.7 million 
appropriated in 1990 will be increased this year, with more state 
support available for ESL programs. 

The state politics of immigrant education are indeed the politics of 
bilingual education, with all the emotional baggage that the term has 
come to imply. Immigrant and bilingual education are synonymous 
not just because politicians have viewed them as one and the same, 
but also because the most visible advocates for immigrants are 
among the strongest proponents of bilingual programs. With the 
rare exception of such groups as California Tomorrow, which focuses 
specifically on immigrant children, those interest groups that seek to 
improve schooling for immigrants have bilingual education at the 
centerpiece of their agenda. The result for immigrants is that they 
are assured some critical services, but they can also become pawns 
in a political game that may have little to do with the effectiveness of 
a particular instructional strategy. However, as the examples of 
Illinois and New York illustrate, acrimonious debate may diminish 
over time, and questions of program implementation and effective- 
ness can then move to the forefront. 

The Role of the Courts. For a variety of reasons, bilingual education 
policy does not lend itself to the majoritarian politics that 
characterize state legislatures. Because bilingual education benefits 
only a minority of students, taps strongly held beliefs about cultural 
identity, and lacks a consensus about goals, even sympathetic 
legislators have often found it difficult to build adequate support to 
sustain a major program effort. Consequently, bilingual advocates 
have turned to the federal courts as the political institution designed 
to protect minority rights. The state bilingual programs in California, 
Florida, Illinois, and Texas have all been affected by judicial deci- 
sions regulating the level and qualit^^ of services available to LEP stu- 
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dents.^^ In this subsection, we summarize three judicial actions that 
have been critical in shaping the services available to immigrant and 
LEP students. These decisions are examples of how the federal 
constitutional framework has provided a basis for requiring state and 
local action.^ ^ 

The first, Plyler v. Doe (102 S. Ct. 2382), is the case most directly rele- 
vant to immigrant children. In Plyler, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled 
in 1982 that the states had a responsibility to educate the children of 
undocumented immigrants and held for the first time that the equal 
protection clause of the fourteenth amendment extends to anyone, 
"whether citizens or strangers," who resides within the boundaries of 
a state, regardless of immigration status (Hull, 1983). Texas had in- 
cluded in its education code a provision that allowed local school 
districts to charge undocumented children tuition or to prohibit 
them from attending school. By the mid-1970s, the majority of the 
state's school districts were refusing to enroll undocumented chil- 
dren, and some districts, such as Houston and Tyler, were charging 
tuition of $1000 or more, effectively barring poor, immigrant children 
from school. Sixteen separate court cases were consolidated for trial 
in the Southern District of Texas. The district court and the Fifth 
Circuit Court of Appeals found the policy to be unconstitutional and 
ordered that the students be enrolled in school. 

Texas appealed the case to the Supreme Court. The state argued that 
it was the "height of hypocrisy" for Congress not to bear the costs of 
educating undocumented children who were in the United States 
because the federal government was unable or unwilling to enforce 
its immigration laws. Sixty different groups representing a wide va- 
riety of views filed amicus briefs urging the Court to uphold or invali- 
date the Texas law. Very few cases have elicited such a response or 
prompted such divisiveness as Plyler. This divisiveness was further 
reflected in the five to four vote of the Court and in the substance of 
the majority and dissenting opinions (Hull, 1983). Writing for the 
majority. Justice Brennan concluded that undocumented aliens do 



^^Advocates for LRP students have also filed successful lawsuits in New York City, but 
those decisions affect services only to students in the city and not the state-level 
program. 

^^For a more general discussion of litigation mth regard to the education of language 
minority students, see August and Garcia (1988). 
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not constitute a "suspect class" for which heightened judicial solici- 
tude is appropriate. Unlike racial minorities, who are penalized for 
characteristics over which they have no control, undocumented 
immigrants are penalized for voluntary conduct that is deliberately 
unlawful. However, Brennan suggested that, at least in some cir- 
cumstances, undocumented immigrants constitute a "sensitive" 
class. As a result of lax enforcement of immigration laws, there exists 
a "shadow population" of illegal immigrants. According to Brennan, 

This situation raises the specter of a permanent caste of undocu- 
mented resident aliens, encouraged by some to remain here as a 
source of cheap labor, but nevertheless denied the benefits that our 
society makes available to citizens and lawful residents. 

Brennan portrayed undocumented children as a particularly sensi- 
tive class. Although a state might withhold benefits from those 
w^hose presence in the United States is the result of their own unlaw- 
ful conduct, he argued, such logic is considerably weakened when 
the targets are the minor children of undocumented immigrants. To 
punish those children violates the "basic concept of our system that 
legal burdens should bear some relationship to individual responsi- 
bility v wrongdoing." In the majority opinion, Brennan also ad- 
dresj^ . a number of the defendants' arguments, including that pro- 
hibiting undocumented children from attending school free of 
charge preserved the state's limited resources for its lawful residents. 
Justice Brennan wrote that a concern for the preservation of re- 
sources could not justify singling out a discrete class of children for 
discrimination and that evidence presented in the district court 
demonstrated that immigrants are a net gain to the public treasury. 
Similarly, Brennan dismissed the argument that providing a free 
public education would serve as a magnet for further immigration, 
noting that few families emigrated for educational rather than em- 
ployment reasons. 

The main thrust of the dissenting opinion, written by Chief Justice 
Burger, was that, in seeking to solve a social problem, the Court ma- 
jority was formulating new policy, rather than interpreting law. The 
Court, according to this argument, should not be compensating for 
the lack of "effective leadership" in Congress. 
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For immigrant children, Plyler \was significant in that it established 
their right to free public schooling, and although the entitlement to 
public benefits was limited to education, the case also extended the 
right of equal protection to undocumented immigrants, whether 
adults or children. 

The second and third cases focus more specifically on bilingual edu- 
cation. Gomez v. Illinois State Board of Education (811 F.2d 1030) 
was a 1985 class-action suit filed against the state of Illinois by the 
Mexican American Legal Defense and Education Fund (MALDEF). 
The plaintiffs argued that the state was not meeting its obligations 
under the federal Equal Educational Opportunities Act (EEOA), be- 
cause some local districts had not tested students for English profi- 
ciency and were not providing bilingual instruction, despite a state 
law mandating such services. The state took the position that it 
promulgated a set of regulations, but left it to the discretion of local 
districts to implement those requirements. The plaintiffs lost in 
district court, but prevailed in the Seventh Circuit. The decision 
stated that 

State agencies cannot in the guise of deferring to local conditions, 
completely delegate in practice their obligations under the EEOA; 
otherwise, the term "educational agency" no longer includes those 
at the state level. 

The case was remanded to the district court, and MALDEF entered 
into a settlement with the state. The state has agreed to modify its 
regulations, provide for greater enforcement of local district activi- 
ties, and implement standard criteria across the state to assess stu- 
dents. The assessment criteria are an example of where local discre- 
tion permitted a wide variation in practice. Before the Gomez case, 
state regulations required that a student be considered LEP (and 
therefore, entitled to services) if he or she fell below the average pro- 
ficiency of English-speaking students in the same age group. Within 
that definition, the state allowed districts to set the entry and exit 
criteria for program services, and some set them lov^. As a result of 
the consent decree, the state will now establish uniform and multiple 
criteria. A standardized test with a specific cutoff point will be used, 
so students can be compared to national norms. Districts will also be 
required to assess how students perform on the district's own crite- 
rion reference test, and to examine the student's educational history. 
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The Gomez case is an example of how advocacy groups have been 
able to ensure a more uniform level of services for LEP students 
through judicial decisions that require state governments to 
strengthen enforcement activities, but also provide additional lever- 
age that can be brought to bear in the face of potential political op- 
position. In fact, for allies of bilingual education within state de- 
partments of education, relevant judicial decisions become both a 
rationale and a resource for taking a more activist stance in program 
management. For example, after the sunset of the bilingual program 
in California, the Superintendent of Public Instruction, Bill Honig, 
and the staff of the state office of bilingual education used the rulings 
in the Gomez case and in another case, Castaneda v. Pickardy^^ to 
issue an advisory to local districts that maintained the intent of the 
former program, despite the absence of a strong state framework. 
The standards derived from these cases now constitute the basis on 
which the California state department of education monitors local 
districts. 

The final judicial action, exemplifying the role of the courts in setting 
state policy for LEP students, is the consent decree reached in 1990 
between the state of Florida and a coalition of advocacy groups led 
by Multicultural Education, Training, and Advocacy, Inc. (META).'^ 
The coalition charged that the state was failing to provide an ade- 
quate educat'r^n for language-minority students in many parts of the 
state and pressed for state standards to ensure equal educational op- 
portunities for LEP students in each of the state's 67 school districts. 



^'^Castaneda v. Pickard (648 F.2d 989) is a 1981 case decided in the Fifth Circuit. It 
found that the KKOA imposes on educational agencies a duty to take appropriate ac- 
tion to remedy the language barriers of students. In deciding whether a particular 
district's approach to language remediation is appropriate, the court must ascertain 
that the district is pursuing a program informed by an educational theory recognized 
as sound by experts, whether or not the school system's practices are reasonably cal- 
culated to implement that theory effectively, and whether that program is actually 
overcoming the language barriers faced by students. Castaneda also addresses the 
need for qualified personnel in such programs and the monitoring of student 
progress. 

^^Also pressing the lawsuit were the League of United Latin American Citizens 
(LUIj\C), the Florida State Conference of the National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), the Haitian Refugee Center, the Haitian 
Educators Association, the Spanish-American League Against Discrimination, the 
Central Florida Farmworkers Association, the American Hispanic Educators 
Association of Dade, Aspira, and several Hispanic and Haitian parents and students. 
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The Commissioner of Education, Betty Castor, agreed to enter into 
negotiations with the plaintiffs after she determined that smaller 
school districts needed more state direction in dealing with LEP stu- 
dents (Schmidt, 1990). After a year of negotiations, a consent order 
was issued by the federal district court, thus giving the court the 
power to enforce what has become known as the META agreement. 

Although local districts have an option under the agreement to pro- 
vide either native-language instruction in basic subjects or ESL in- 
struction, the state now has standards governing the qualifications of 
teachers working in those programs and the assessment and place- 
ment of students. Advocacy groups characterized the META agree- 
ment as "the most extensive statewide expansion of services for lan- 
guage-minority students to be approved anywhere in the country in 
the past ten years" (Schmidt, 1990). 

As these three cases illustrate, advocates on behalf of immigrant and 
LEP students have been able to press for expanded and improved 
services through the courts. A series of federal judicial decisions, 
beginning with LaUy has provided a basis for requiring greater state 
attention to language-minority students. These decisions have acted 
as a counterpoise to moves against bilingual education in the legisla- 
tive arena and as a resource for political allies wishing to institu- 
tionalize a substantial state program. 

State Policy Instruments and Program Frameworks 

Given the significant influence of federal regulation and judicial de- 
cisions on state programs, it is not surprising that mandates domi- 
nate as the underlying policy instrument in state programs for LEP 
students. With the exception of Virginia, all the states in our study 
sample regulate which students are served and the services they 
should receive. These mandates constitute a minimum standard of 
service that districts must meet. The states also provide modest in- 
ducements that local districts can use in meeting those mandates, 
but three of the six states provide less than $150 per student,^'* with 



Because the funds targeted for bilingual programs in California prior to the sunset of 
the state program have now been consolidated into the Kconomic Impact Aid (FilA) 
block grant, there is no guarantee that the $100 million generated by LEP students is 
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the most generous providing about $1500.^^ Each of the states also 
provides some capacity-building assistance to local districts, v^ith 
Illinois and New York providing the most comprehensive and sus- 
tained assistance. 

As Table 2..^ indicates, Illinois, Nev^ York, and Texas have the most 
specific ser ice requirements for LEP students. The major difference 
among throe states is the basis on v^hich they determine that a dis- 
trict mus' offer a bilingual program, v^ith Illinois using the stricter 
standar(. -20 students speaking the same language in the same 
school building or attendance center— and Nev^ York and Texas us- 
ing students per grade level as the criterion. Nev^ York only requires 
that those districts receiving state funds meet its mandates, but dis- 
tricts refusing these funds are smaller ones and enroll less than 10 
percent of the state's students. 

Illinois has a two-tiered approach to service mandates for language 
minority students. During the Reagan administration, when the fed- 
eral government largely abandoned its regulatory role under Lau, the 
Illinois State Board of Education (SBE) considered weakening its 
mandates and leaving service decisions to local districts. The SBE 
was leaning toward local determination, but the Hispanic commu- 
nity in Chicago applied significant pressure against the change. A3 a 
result, the state now mandates two levels of service. The transitional 
bilingual (TBE) program, which requires a bilingual teacher, applies 



actually spent on those students, as opposed to other students with other special 
needs. 

••''Reliable data on the actu"' "ost that local districts incur in mounting a supplemental 
program of instruction for LEP students are limited because of significant variation in 
the nature of local programs. In a recent study of fifteen school-level programs in 
California considered to be u'ell-implemented, Chambers and Parrish (U)92) found 
that the marginal cost per pupil ranged from a high of $1,278 in an ESL pull-out 
program to lows of $235 in a sheltered Knglish class and $241 in a late-exit bilingual 
program. The other two program models examined, early-exit bilingual and double 
immersion, had average per-pupil costs of $275 and $956. respectively. However, 
Chambers and Parrish note that their findings cannot be generalized to other sites or 
to the state of California as a whole. 

Because it unes an excess-cost formula, Illinois ha*^ data on the supplemental costs of 
local programs. In 1990. the average claim for the transitional bilingual program was 
$1439 per student and for the transitional program of instruction. $814. Included in 
the excess cost formula are salaries, materials, staff development, and some trans- 
portation for pre-K students. 
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to attendance centers with 20 or more students speaking the same 
language. Where there are fewer than 20 (even if it is only one child), 
the district must only provide a transitional program of instruction 
(TPl). This program is locally determined and can use existing staff, 
peer tutors, or other approaches. However, this program must in- 
clude native-language instruction to the extent necessary. 

The standards now being implemented in Florida take a different 
approach to district requirements. Rather than specifying the num- 
ber of students that trigger a particular kind of sen/ice, Florida re- 
quires that districts submit a plan to the state department of educa- 
tion outlining how they will provide services to LEP students. The 
parameters within which districts must operate are to provide inten- 
sive English-language and subject-matter instruction that is under- 
standable to LEP students and of comparable quality to that pro- 
vided English speakers. Howevt , districts have som.e flexibility^ in 
the mix between native-language and ESL instruction. Districts are 
also required to develop an individual plan for each LEP student, 
outlining the services being provided, and to ensure access to appro- 
priate categorical programs. The agreement also places considerable 
emphasis on guaranteeing that those teaching LEP students have ad- 
equate qualifications. These qualifications include an ESL endorse- 
ment (requiring coursework) for teaching basic ESL and in-service 
requirements for those teaching subject-matter courses through ESL 
techniques. 

Over time, the states have become stricter about the criteria districts 
must use in admitting students and having them exit from LEP pro- 
grams. As a result of the Gomez decision, Illinois will require a stan- 
dardized test and is considering using the 50lh percentile as the 
cutoff point. In New York, districts were previously required to serve 
students scoring below the 23id percentile. However, as the result of 
a 1988 change in Board of Regents' policy, the state's bilingual pro- 
gram was expanded. Beginning with the 1990-1991 school year, all 
students who speak a language other than English at home and score 
below the 40th percentile on a standardized test of English are to be 
served. Texas also recently changed its cutoff point for sei*vices to 
language-minority students from the 23rd to the 40th percentile. 
This change was made because students who had been judged ready 
to exit local bilingual programs were ending up back in them, as 
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teachers determined that they could not do the work required in 
mainstream English classes. As a result of the META agreement, 
Florida now requires that students whose home language is other 
than English and who score below the 32nd percentile on the reading 
and writing parts of a norm-referenced test be provided appropriate 
services. 

Prior to the sunset of the bilingual program in California, local dis- 
tricts operated under mandates similar to those in Illinois, New York, 
and Texas regulating the conditions under which a program had to 
be offered. Although state requirements have now been loosened, 
ihe state monitors local districts under a general framework estab- 
lished by the Lau decision and subsequent federal court rulings. The 
standard used by the state is twofold: Districts have to implement 
programs to develop English proficiency in LEP students, and LEP 
students must have access to the core curriculum, even if it means 
providing instruction in their native language. According to state 
education department staff, that general intent requires that local 
districts have programs that are pedagogically effective, taught by 
qualified personnel, and evaluated on a regular basis. However, the 
state has had to grant waivers to a number of districts because of the 
severe shortage of bilingual teachers. While most districts in the 
state are offering a transitional bilingual program to the extent pos- 
sible, more and more are having to rely on ESL and sheltered English 
approaches to instruction. 

State governments are in the position of mandating programs that 
impose considerable service requirements on local districts and 
providing only modest support for program operations. The states 
play an even more limited role in building local capacity to accom- 
plish the task of serving language-minority students. The most ex- 
tensive programs are in Illinois and New York, and even they are 
nominal. Illinois uses about 5 to 7 percent of the state's bilingual 
program funding to support the Illinois Resource Center (IRC) whose 
staff of 15 provides various kinds of technical assistance. Sixty to 
seventy percent of IRC's work is on-site assistance to local districts 
that request help in student assessment, teacher training, and cur- 
riculum development. IRC has developed strategies for the assess- 
ment of language-minority children that rely on multiple instru- 
ments, including portfolios. It has also trained about 225 teachers 
over the past three years to become bilingual and ESL teachers, with 
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a special emphasis on training academic-subject teachers in ESL 
techniques. The bulk of IRC's services are intended for districts out- 
side Chicago, 

In addition to bilingual program funding through the state aid for- 
mula, New York also has an $11 million categorical program that is 
used for teacher training and the enhancement of instructional pro- 
grams. Part of these funds is used to support 11 Bilingual Technical 
Assistance Centers around the state, which conduct teacher in-ser- 
vice training and develop curriculum. 

The other states, however, are more like California, which has seen 
its professional staff decrease from 28 (before the legislative sunset) 
to the current 12. The SDE staff sponsors a statewide conference 
once a year and has produced a guidebook that focuses on content- 
based primary-language instruction in each of the state's core cur- 
riculum areas. But SDE staff provide almost no on-site technical 
assistance to districts and have only documented the extent of the 
severe bilingual teacher shortage, leaving efforts to remedy it entirely 
to local districts. 

Have state mandates worked to ensure that ail language-minority 
children in need of services receive them? That question cannot 
be answered with any precision, because there are no reliable data 
on which to base a judgment. However, the continuing success of 
advocacy groups in pressing lawsuits on behalf of imserved and 
underserved students attests to the fact that not all language- 
minority students are being served. The extent of the problem is a 
matter of dispute in most states, but state department of education 
staff members readily admit that there are service gaps and that the 
scope and quality of instruction can vary considerably across 
districts. 

!n large measure, thai variation is due to differences in local com- 
mitment to serving immigrant and other LEP students, a factor that 
state governments can influence only indirectly through the strength 
of their mandates, how rigorously they enforce them, and the level of 
incentives they provide. But variation is also the product of local ca- 
pacity, a factor over which the states have considerable control if 
they choose to exercise it. Capacity differences in instruction for lan- 
guage-minority students depend on three factors: funding, qualified 
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personnel, and the process by which students are initially assessed 
for program eligibility and their subsequent progress is monitored. 
States vary considerably in the extent to which they have decided to 
assist districts in bearing the additional costs associated with educat- 
ing LEP students. For example, Illinois pays the bulk of these costs 
(about 75 percent in 1991), while in California, local districts must 
bear the overwhelming majority of costs from their general fund 
budgets, States have documented the lack of qualified personnel, 
and some have begun to provide training resources, largely to equip 
practicing teachers with the skills to use ESL and sheltered-English 
instructional strategies. But, on the whole, the burden of recruiting 
and training qualified personnel falls on local districts. Variation in 
the manner and frequency with which local districts assess language- 
minority students remains a problem, and efforts to encourage the 
standardization of procedures are currently under way by the 
Council of Chief State School Officers (Cheung and Solomon, 1991), 
That Florida, New York, and Texas decided to use relatively high cut- 
off points on a norm-referenced test of English reflects the move- 
ment to standardize and to be more inclusive of students needing 
assistance. However, lack of standardization and the ensuing differ- 
ences across localities in access to LEP programs remains a problem. 
For example, in their study of 15 exemplary sites in California, 
Berman and his colleagues (1992) found that only two schools tested 
LEP students on a regular basis; several schools used a different test 
for exit than for entrance into the program; and some even used dif- 
ferent procedures for exit than for entry (e,g,, teacher judgment as 
opposed to a standardized achievement test). 

In sum, while the data are not precise, there is considerable evidence 
that state mandates have not ensured that all language-minority 
children in need of services are receiving them. Some of the service 
gaps can be remedied by more precise and uniformly enforced man- 
dates with regard to student assessment and monitoring. But most 
will require a higher level of resources and greater state effort (e,g., in 
working with teacher-training institutions and in sponsoring aggres- 



^^AJthough The nature of the sample does not allow generalization to all districts 
across the state. Chambers and Parrish (1992) found in their study of 15 local sites 
that, on average, 87.9 percent of the funds for designated LEP classrooms come from 
local general funds, with state supplemental monies covering about 5 percent of the 
costs, and the remainder coming from federal sources. 
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sive recruiting of bilingual teachers) than most state governments are 
able or willing to expend at this time. Nevertheless, the variation in 
program framev^orks across states attests to their importance in cre- 
ating necessary, though not sufficient, conditions for local instruc- 
tional programs. LEP students in Illinois are more likely to be able to 
take coUege-preparatorj' courses in their native language than coun- 
terparts in Virginia, not just because of the greater availability of 
bilingual teachers in one place than another. The fact that Illinois 
requires that classes for language-minority students be taught by 
bilingual teachers and Virginia does not sets a standard to u^hich lo- 
cal districts must strive and against which they can be monitored. 

CHAPTER CONCLUSIONS 

The federal role in immigrant education is programmatically limited. 
Expenditures specifically targeted for ir:migrant students are minus- 
cule, and the more substantial investment from Title VII programs 
serves only a fraction of recent immigrants. Yet the legal framework 
established as a result of the Lau decision has been influential in 
shaping the kind of language instruction that immigrant students re- 
ceive. That framework has been the major basis on which groups 
representing language-minority students have pressured state gov- 
ernments into providing additional services for those students. It has 
also meant that the problems of immigrant students are rarely con- 
sidered independent of their need to learn English, and to the extent 
that immigrant education is a visible policy issue, it bears all the 
emotional baggage of the highly controversial politics of bilingual 
education. 

From the federal perspective, then, the dilemma of immigrant edu- 
cation is defined by two factors. The localized impact of immigration 
means that the federal government has little incentive to address the 
unique needs of newcomers. On the other hand, the aspect of those 
students' schooling requirements most likely to gain widespread at- 
tention — their need to learn English — is so intertwined with funda- 
mental cultural and political beliefs that it is rarely addressed as 
solely an educational issue. 

By default, our discussion of state policy has also focused on that 
level of government's role in educating language-minority students. 
Independent of their need to learn English and to escape the conse- 



46 Newcomers in American Schools 



quences of poverty, immigrant students are not viewed by state poli- 
cymakers as a distinct group requiring unique policy remedies. Even 
in California, where immigrants have profoundly changed the state's 
schools over the past decade, policymakers see immigrant students 
as children who need to learn English, to be provided the medical 
and social services in short supply for all poor children, and to be 
given the academic and social resources to stay in school. That im- 
migrants may have different needs from those of native-born stu- 
dents is neither widely recognized nor accepted. 

Politically, the invisibility of immigrant education may be a mixed 
blessing. On the one hand, state policymakers' perceptions of immi- 
grant youth as students living in poverty who need to learn English 
mean that they are the beneficiaries of well-established programs for 
LEP students and programs for poor students, such as free lunches, 
immigrant students are also part of the group to which recently pro- 
posed reforms, such as the coordinated delivery of social services at 
the school site, are directed. On the other hand, immigrant students' 
low visibility has meant that they are at the mercy of whatever the 
current politics of bilingual education are and, perhaps more impor- 
tantly, receive no special state funding for services specific to their 
status as newcomers (e.g., psychological counseling to help in over- 
coming the stresses of adjusting to a new culture). 

The alternative to immig' ^t education's current status on state 
policy agendas would be to single out and recognize immigrant stu- 
dents as a group with needs not completely met by current categori- 
cal programs. The advantage of this alternative is that any policies 
enacted on their behalf would more likely be appropriate to immi- 
grant needs. However, there is a distinct political risk involved in 
making the unique needs of immigrant students visible at the state 
level. That risk can be described in one simple word: backlash. The 
current political debate about whether immigrants are net producers 
or net consumers of public services is one that may become more 
strident, particularly if the American economy remains weak. 

The potential payoff from policies that would provide immigrant 
students with more appropriate services versus the risk of creating a 
widespread backlash is the dilemma that advocates for immigrant 
children face in planning futui e strategies. For the present, however, 
the federal and state roles in immigrant education remain limited, 
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with the responsibility for serving these students falling largely on lo- 
cal districts and schools. 

In the next chapter, we examine how eight districts with large num- 
bers of immigrant students are responding to their needs. 



Chapter Three 



SCHOOL DISTRICTS RESPOND TO IMMIGRATION 



In this chapter, we examine the problems faced by the eight districts 
in our study sample as they have attempted to meet the schooling 
needs of immigrant students. We found that most teachers and ad- 
ministrators who work with immigrants view them positively and are 
making a valiant effort to educate them in a caring manner. Yet their 
good intentions do not always translate into effective services for 
immigrant students, largely because most of these districts lack the 
human and fiscal resources to educate students well, whether they 
are immigrant or native born. 

The chapter has four sections. We first review the challenges facing 
school systems that educate large numbers of immigrant students 
and, second, describe the services provided immigrant students in 
our sample districts. A third section discusses the unmet educational 
and social needs of immigrant children, and the concluding section 
outlines the main themes that emerge from our analysis. 

CHALLENGES 
Student Characteristics 

As the discussion in Chapter One indicated, immigrant students are a 
diverse group. In the largest cities, they represent as many as 100 
different countries; even though the majority speak Spanish, they 
hail from a variety of different cultures. 

The one common characteristic of most immigrant children is 
poverty. Although some middle-class immigrant families have fled 
political unrest (particularly Cubans and Haitians to Miami and 
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Eastern Europeans and Central Asians to New York and Chicago), 
most recent immigrants have come seeking better economic oppor- 
tunities. The vast majority are from very poor countries and are 
themselves from the poorest segments of those societies. Like the 
Europeans who came to America in the late 19th and early 20th cen- 
turies, the majority of immigrant families sending children to public 
schools are destitute; the only capital they \ ing is their courage and 
willingness to work. Among the districts we studied, the only outlier 
in this respect is Fairfax, in which a sizable minority of immigrants 
are from middle class, diplomatic, or professional families. 

Other demographic characteristics of immigrants are also important 
in defining the problems that school systems must solve. One is con- 
centration: Foreign-born students constitute about one-fifth of the 
school populations in Los Angeles, Miami, and San Francisco. New 
York City would fit the same category if Puerto Ricans, who are 
American citizens but Spanish speakers, were counted as immi- 
grants. In contrast, Chicago, Houston, and Fairfax are all districts in 
which the overwhelming majority of students are native born and 
English speaking. In all the districts but Fairfax and Visalia, the ma- 
jority of native-born students are low and middle income African 
Americans. 

A related demographic characteristic of immigrants is location. 
Immigrant groups in some cities live In well-established barrios or 
other ethnic neighborhoods that offer low-cost housing and social 
support. But the size and diversity of the immigrant population have 
created new housing patterns. In Los Angeles, Fairfax, and Miami. 
Hispanic immigrants are so numerous that they now settle outside of 
traditional barrios, in older neighborhoods that were until recently 
exclusively Anglo. In New York, Chicago, and Miami, immigrant 
groups from new source countries are establishing their own settle- 
ment neighborhoods. The Sweetwater area of Miami, once all white 
Anglo, is now predominantly Nicaraguan, and the Eastern part of 
Hialeah is newly a Haitian neighborhood. In New York, parts of 
Brooklyn and Queens have become home to Russian, Afghan, and 
Kurdish groups whose numbers have grown dramatically in recent 
years. 

As subsequent sections of this chapter will show, these demographic 
characteristics are a key factor in shaping how school systems have 



G7 



School Districts Respond to Immigration 51 



tried to change their staffing and course offerings to serve immigrant 
students. 

District Resources 

Funding, As this is written, all of the districts, including relatively af- 
fluent Fairfax, are suffering major cutbacks in funding. Los Angeles' 
total funding fell nearly 20 percent betw^een September 1990 and 
January 1992. Chicago faced a $220 million deficit in 1991-1992, on a 
$2.4 billion budget. Chicago's annual deficit is expected to exceed 
$500 million urithin 5 years. New York City and Dade County face 
years of deficits approaching 10 percent of their projected budgets. 

All the districts are suspending or abandoning activities that their 
boards had considered essential elements of program quality. The 
cuts have immediate effects on student services. Los Angeles, 
Houston, and New York have increased pupil-teacher ratios, and 
New York has cut costs by furloughing teachers and students for pe- 
riods during the school year. Miami has slowed the construction of 
schools in overflow areas. All districts have cut back on maintenance 
and repairs. Chicago's central office, already cut by a school- 
centered reform movement, will face even deeper reductions due to 
the budget deficit. Chicago will also further defer an estimated $1 
billion in critically needed maintenance and repairs, continue a 
freeze on teacher hiring, and increase class size in all schools. All dis- 
tricts report overcrowding of schools, especially in immigrant neigh- 
borhoods. All the districts have reduced extracurricular activities 
and supportive after-school services. Most Los Angeles schools have 
gone to year-round schedules. New York has suspended special 
training programs designed to help immigrant professionals become 
bilingual and ESL teachers, and all districts have curtailed the hiring 
of replacement teachers. Fairfax has eliminated the merit-pay plan 
for high-performing teachers that was the centerpiece of the superin- 
tendent's educational reform strategy. 

Although the fiscal crisis is universal, its consequences are different 
in Fairfax and Visalia than in the big cities. In Fairfax, many pro- 
grams have been cut, but the district remains one of the country's 
best-staffed and most-respected school systems. Visalia also has 
problems, but it is able to take new initiatives and to continue im- 
proving its schools. In these districts, unlike Los Angeles, Chicago, 
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and New York, the quality of schooling for native-born students is 
good, if not ideal. 

As Chapter Two details, all the districts we studied have some special 
resources to help schools cope with the added expense and com- 
plexity of education for non-English-speaking students. These re- 
sources are of three kinds: general revenue assistance from the state 
or federal governments, based on formulas taking account of the 
excess costs of educating an LEP student; local state and federal cate- 
gorical programs that subsidize specific services for eligible LEP stu- 
dents; and state and federal grants for supplementary services to dis- 
advantaged students, which can be used to strengthen programs in 
schools with large numbers of immigrants. However, in most cases, 
these special programs pay less than half of the excess cost of educat- 
ing language-minority students. 

Teachers. Respondents in every district said that they were unable to 
place all immigrant students in classrooms with teachers who spoke 
their native language. In some districts, this problem affects rela- 
tively few students, e.g., Haitians and Southern Europeans in Miami 
and Russians in Chicago. But most districts reported having trouble 
finding teachers even for the Hispanic students, who are most 
prevalent everywhere. Only Miami, with a very large supply of mid- 
dle-class Cuban-American teachers, has no real shortage of Spanish- 
speaking teachers. Even Los Angeles, which offers a $5,000 annual 
salary incentive for bilingual teachers, is frequently unable to match 
Spanish-speaking immigrants with Spanish-speaking teachers. With 
few exceptions, districts are unable to provide teachers who speak 
Creole French, Arabic languages, central Asian languages, Russian, or 
Asian languages other than Japanese or Chinese. 

Most of the districts are able to hire some bilingual aides — immi- 
grants or U.S. -born adults who speak the children's home languages 
but who do not have teaching credentials. Some of these aides are 
well educated and can substitute effectively for teachers, while others 
have little education and can provide only custodial care and rough 
translation. Because these aides are paid much less than teachers 
and frequently do not get full employee benefits, school systems find 
it easy to employ them. Some immigrant groups, fearing that use of 
aides instead of teachers will become permanent, have threatened to 
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sue over inequities in the quality of teachers provided immigrant and 
native-born children. 

Though teachers who can speak immigrant students' native lan- 
guages are in short supply, many districts are unable to hire new 
ones even when they become available. The general hiring freezes 
caused by budget deficits apply equally to bilingual and monolingual 
teachers. In cities with hiring freezes (e.g., in New York and 
Chicago), incumbent teachers' seniority rights also make it difficult 
to change the staffing of schools when neighborhoods become im- 
migrant settlement areas. 

Books and Curricula. The second shortage particular to immigrant 
education is instructional materials — textbooks, stories and novels, 
histories and biographies, curriculum guides, filmstrips, and tests. 
Although such materials are in good supply for Spanish-speaking 
students, they are seldom available for other language groups. 
American publishers have not found a large enough market to justify 
developing materials in many languages, and no public agency at the 
local, state, or federal level has invested in the necessary research 
and development. This shortage affects student assessment and 
placement, as well as classroom teaching. Educators at all levels, 
from central office administrators to classroom teachers, said that 
there are few good instruments for assessing an LEP student's gen- 
eral academic development or mastery of English. 

As some local respondents told us, materials from students' native 
countries are often of little use because they presume a mastery of 
the native language that few U.S. teachers have. Many educators 
have, however, expressed a desire for analyses of the curricula and 
instructional materials used in source countries to help teachers tai- 
lor their instruction to match their students' preparation. Few such 
analyses are available. U.S. teachers of non-V janish-speaking immi- 
grant children are forced to use standard English-language texts and 
materials, whatever their students' language backgrounds and aca- 
demic preparation. 

Competing Demands 

The dramatic growth in immigration in the 1980s has greatly in- 
creased the number and proportion of immigrant students in the 
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schools. Many of the large urban districts we studied bucked a na- 
tional trend of declining enrollments, entirely because of immigra- 
tion. Even in Los Angeles and Dade County, where foreign-born stu- 
dents had been present in large numbers for decades, the recent 
waves of immigration have made enormous changes. Despite these 
changes, however, immigrants are not the only disadvantaged group 
demanding the districts' attention. With the exceptions of Fairfax 
and Visalia, all the districts we studied are "majority minority." 
African Americans constitute the majority of all students in Chicago 
and are strongly represented in all the other cities. Latinos represent 
ever half the student population in Los Angeles and close to half in 
Houston; Puerto Ricans make up nearly 40 percent of the New York 
population; and Asian-Americans of various nationalities are nearly 
half of all the students in San Francisco. 

With the exception of the San Francisco Asians, all the nonimmigrant 
minority groups served by the city school systems we visited are ex- 
periencing major educational difficulties. Even in our smaller dis- 
tricts, Fairfax and Visalia, native-born minority students fare much 
worse than their Anglo classmates. In the big-city systems, the prob- 
lem is much more severe. They have plainly failed to attract, moti- 
vate, and hold the Puerto Rican, African American, and Mexican 
American students who are their primary clientele. 

Coupled with the financial problems discussed above, this phe- 
nomenon of general educational failure in the big cities means that 
the school systems are not able to concentrate enormous human or 
financial resources on immigrants alone. Board members and ad- 
ministrators must either split their attention in many directions or 
develop strategies that improve the schools* general capacity to edu- 
cate. 

Table 3.1 summarizes board members' and superintendents' re- 
sponses to questions about the gravest problems facing their dis- 
tricts. Even though all respondents thought immigration posed ma- 
jor challenges (and knew that this study was particularly focused on 
the problem of immigrant education), they identified problems in 
broad terms: The districts are profoundly troubled and are finding it 
difficult to provide sound educational experiences to any of their 
students. 
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Table 3.1 

Top Three Constraints on Services to Immigrants by District, 
in Order of Priority 
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Top officials in most districts named systemic problems, budget and 
space, as the primary constraints on good education for immigrant 
children. They attached great importance to needs specific to immi- 
grant education, particularly teachers and health services. But the 
systemic problems, which now hamper the education of all students 
in the big cities, are more fundamental. Solving them does not guar- 
antee good education for immigrant children, but fiscal health and 
classroom space are clearly preconditions. 

These problems are especially severe for the large urban districts. 
Though the smaller suburban and rural districts face competing de- 
mands and painful trade-offs, the big-city districts are vastly more 
complex, in administrative structures, constituency politics, labor 
management relations, and financing. Taken together, the^e prob- 
lems set the big-city districts apart, as facing problems far greater 
than their capacities to cope. 

The rural and suburban districts, in contrast, are being forced to 
make difficult changes and adjustments, but they still have the ca- 
pacity to cope and adapt to the challenges posed by immigrarion. 

SERVICES TO IMMIGRANT CHILDREN 
Attitudes and Intentions 

The discussion that follows in the remainder of the chapter obscures 
a central fact about most schools' services to immigrant children. 
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The vast majority of immigrant schools are happy bustling places, 
filled with eager children and adults who take great pleasure in 
working with them. The xenophobia that characterizes much public 
discussion about preservation of the English language and protec- 
tion of American workers' jobs does not pervade these schools. 

Immigrant students are treated as children — highly sympathetic 
children who need help but are also open, willing to work, and re- 
warding to those who teach them. Immigrant education is flexible 
and fast moving. New children enter school every day, and different 
children progress at strikingly different rates. School principals and 
teachers who love routine cannot last in immigrant schools. The 
students' needs and their eagerness either break through a reluctant 
teacher's reserve or deplete his energies. 

Teachers speak vividly of their work with immigrant students. The 
researchers who visited schools for this project can easily see why. 
The experiences of watching 16-year-old Asian boys learn the names 
for pencil and paper in the New York newcomer school and of trying 
to walk down a Dade County primary school hallway when 1,200 
knee-high children were moving toward their classrooms were un- 
forgettable. So was the experience of one research team member 
who was smothered with kisses from tiny 6-year old African 
American, Cuban, Nicaraguan, Haitian, and Salvadoran first graders 
in a Liberty City, Miami, classroom. The principals and teachers who 
learn the names of every child in their class in two days are doing real 
work, but the rewards are great. As one Los Angeles principal said, 
"Our teachers never leave. Once they start teaching immigrants they 
don't want to stop. They enjoy being valued. Immigrants respect 
teachers and education." 

Immigrant children are, in fact, uncommonly rewarding. Teacher 
comments from a sample of Los Angeles students' cumulative 
records confirm the interview responses we obtained elsewhere. As 
Table 3.2 shows, a significantly greater proportion of new immigrant 
students (those in the United States for less than three years) are 
considered well motivated and "bright" than are native-born stu- 
dents or more established immigrants. Los Angeles transcript data 
also show that immigrant elementary school students have better at- 
tendance records than their American-born or more established 
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Table 3.2 

Los Angeles Elementary School Teachers* Assessment of Student Attitudes 
(Coded from teacher comments on students' cumulative files) 
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^Differences significant at 0.01 level. 

^Significant at 0.05 level. 

ns — not statistically significant. 



immigrant classmates. These patterns do not, however, persist long 
after immigration. As some teachers told us ruefully, immigrant stu- 
dents Americanize all too soon. But in the first few years they are es- 
pecially rewarding pupils. 

The following catalogue of problems and trials can be truly under- 
stood only in light of these facts about the joy and optimism that 
immigrant students and their teachers share. 

District Organization 

Do school districts recognize immigrant students as a distinctive 
clientele tliat needs special attention? Is anybody specifically as- 
signed to ensure that immigrant students get what they need? Are 
the staff members responsible for immigrant education highly 
enough placed to ensure that students' needs are seriously consid- 
ered in the allocation of district resources? We attempted to answer 
these questions in the sample districts. 

All of the districts in the study organized their services to immigrants 
under the general heading of bilingual-LEP education. All the dis- 
tricts have coordinators of bilingual education, who historically ad- 
ministered federal and state grants for LEP students and acted as 
local compliance officers in relations with the state department of 
education, the federal Office for Civil Rights, and the courts. Coor- 
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dinators of bilingual education also typically hire and train teachers 
and aides who specialize in bilingual education and English as a 
Second Language (ESL), administer local procedures for allocating 
those teachers among schools, and provide assistance to principals 
and regular classroom teachers in schools with LEP students. 

In some of our districts, immigrant education is treated simply as 
language education, and no clear distinctions are drawn between 
programs for native-born LEP students and for immigrants. Five of 
our districts, however, make careful distinctions between native- 
born and immigrant students and are organized accordingly. 

The one organizational characteristic that distinguishes the two 
types of district is the existence of an immigrant student intake cen- 
ter. The three California districts, Dade, and Fairfax, have built orga- 
nizations specifically dedicated to proper placement of new immi- 
grant students. These organizations test every incoming foreign 
born student on English-language proficiency and general educa- 
tional development. Multilingual placement specialists allocate 
immigrant students to schools, ensuring that as many as possible will 
have access to teachers who speak their native languages. The cen- 
ters also hire and assign circuit-riding consultants, who can keep 
track of students who speak low-incidence languages. These consul- 
tants review students' educational progress and can recommend 
supplementary programs or changes in school placement. 

The other districts in our sample have no such placement or consult- 
ing organizations. An immigrant student appears in the neighbor- 
hood school and receives whatever service the school can offer. The 
immigrant student intake centers are far from perfect; teachers in ev- 
ery district complained that their assessments of students' language 
and skills development were often flawed. Centers dealing with 
multiple language groups were particularly prone to errors. But the 
alternative, informal assessments done by overworked teachers at 
the school site, are apparently much worse. Such centers are essen- 
tial if a district intends to assign immigrant students individually to 
the schools best equipped to meet their needs. 

The districts without immigrant student-placement centers make 
few distinctions between native-born LEP students, such as Puerto 
Ricans and second-generation Mexican-Americans, and children 
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who are themselves immigrants. In New York City, for example, the 
structure and content of bilingual-LEP services were designed for 
Puerto Ricans, who once were the overwhelming majority of non- 
English-speaking students. Today's immigrant students are, how- 
ever, unlike Puerto Ricans in important ways: They are not American 
citizens and are seldom connected with well-assimilated, economi- 
cally established, and politically organized groups of earlier immi- 
grants. 

There are two important organizational differences between districts 
whose LEP students are mostly immigrants and those whose LEP 
students are mostly native born. First, immigrant-oriented districts 
are more likely to be concerned about issues of acculturation, social- 
welfare services, and adult education. Immigrant-oriented school 
systems, as in the case of Miami, are often staffed by people who 
were immigrants themselves and are therefore keenly aware of the 
social and emotional adjustments that must be made as students 
enter American schools. Dade County Superintendent Octavio 
Visiedo, for example, was himself an immigrant, a member of the 
Peter f^an Brigade, a group of children who preceded their families to 
Miami shortly after Castro took power in Cuba in 1959. Many other 
members of the Dade County central office staff, and thousands of 
teachers and principals, were also born in Cuba. 

School system central offices that are specifically oriented toward 
immigrants are likely to take an assimilationist approach to educa- 
tion, orienting school seivices toward understanding of local com- 
munity institutions and labor markets and helping students make 
the quickest possible transitic n to the use of English. 

Other school system offices, particularly in New York, Chicago, and 
Houston, are more likely to define their services purely in terms of 
language. In these places, tensions between immigrant and native 
LEP perspectives are apparent. Efforts to expand social services, 
provide extensive classwork on local history and institutions, and ex- 
pand education for immigrant parents compete for resources with 
efforts to enhance bilingual education and support students' contin- 
ued use of their native languages. 



60 Newcomers in American Schools 



The tensions are most apparent in New York City, where services to 
LEP students are governed by the ASPIRA consent decree.^ In that 
decree, the pubHc school system promises to provide biHngual edu- 
cation indefinitely to any LEP student who cannot score above a set 
level on an English-language test of academic skills. 

Yet in New York, as in most other school systems with large numbers 
of immigrants, teachers who speak any foreign language other than 
Spanish are in short supply. The consent decree is, therefore, virtu- 
ally a dead issue for students from Africa, Asia, central and southern 
Europe, and the Middle East. The city's bilingual education office 
concentrates on abiding by the consent decree whenever it can. 
Consequendy, Spanish-speaking students, whether immigrant or na- 
tive born, are assured of substantial bilingual education, while stu- 
dents from other language groups get neither bilingual education nor 
significant help with acculturation. 

In Dade County, the discrepancies betv^'een services for Spanish- 
speaking and other LEP students are also considerable. As in New 
York, there are few teachers who speak other languages. However, 
because the Dade County central office is specifically oriented to- 
ward immigrant education, supplementary acculturation course- 
work, social services, and adult outreach education are more acces- 
sible to all language groups. 

Throughout the country, state and local education agencies are re- 
luctant to create organizations specifically dedicated to immigrant 
education. Funds are too short to support a major new organiza- 
tional focus. But funding is not the only issue. Even in Fairfax, by far 
the best funded of our school systems, no organizadon is specifically 



^The ASPIRA consent decree, and other legal settlements affecting services to LHP 
students in the districts we studied (e.g., the META decree in Florida, discussed be- 
low), are all roughly based on the Lau principles advocated by the U.S. Office for Cm\ 
Rights. The /.aw principles hold that a foreign -born or native LEP student should be 
instructed in her native language until two conditions are met: First, the student 
demonstrates no significant impaiiment in reading, writing, and speaking English, 
and second, thac the student's achievement \n English-language tests of academic 
skills be at or near the average for students of her age. Unlike many local school-dis- 
trict policies, Imi does not establish a minimum or a maximum number of years that 
students should receive bilingual education. It relies instead on student periormarice 
criteria and imposes an open-ended obligation on districts to provide bilingual edu- 
cation until those criteria are met. 
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dedicated to immigrants. Many political leaders resist making a 
structural change in response to what might be a transitory phe- 
nomenon. 

Instruction 

Immigrant students pose a number of issues, some obvious and oth- 
ers less apparent, to the schools that serve them. The first and most 
obvious is language. The vast majority do not speak English, and al- 
though the majority of all immigrants speak Spanish, some school 
systems serve immigrants who speak many different languages. New 
York, Chicago, Los Angeles, and Fairfax all have at least 20 students 
from each of more than 100 language groups. 

The second issue is academic preparation. Some children appear at 
school unprepared for the subjects usually taught to students of their 
age. Students of all ages and from all language groups can suffer 
from this problem. It is, however, most pronounced among older 
children, especially those of junior high and high school age, from 
war-torn areas and economically underdeveloped regions. Because 
a great deal of immigration has been caused by economic despera- 
tion (particularly in Mexico) and by war or revolution (e.g., in Haiti, 
Central America, Southeast Asia, the Middle East, ?nd Africa), a high 
proportion of all immigrant students arrive in the United States with 
serious educational deficiencies. Although such distress has always 
been common among immigrants, officials in all districts report that 
more students are educationally unprepared, and their educational 
deficits are more severe, than eve^ before. As a Los Angeles principal 
said: 

A third of the Hispanic students have never been to school before 
they arrive here; about 80 percent of the Hispai/c students have 
been separated from their parents for about five to eight years (the 
children are either sent here to live with relatives or they are left be- 
hind in their native country for some years while their parents come 
to the U.S. to look for work). The other students come to LA with 
their families and most of them have had some prior schooling. The 
Filipino students usually have more English skills than the other 
students. 
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The third issue is mobility. Immigration does not respect the school 
calendar. Students arrive in schools at all times of year. Because 
immigrant families typically chan^^a places of residence frequently — 
doubling or tripling up with other families until the adults get regular 
jobs and then moving to less-crowded accommodations each time 
the family income increases — schools serving immigrant students 
must cope with very high rates of turnover. A San Francisco princi- 
pal said: 

Ever\' year there are changes in the student population, either the 
languages spoken or level of academic preparation. Staff make 
plans at the end of each year for curriculum modifications and im- 
provement for the next year, but when fall arrives, the needs of the 
students who actually enroll may necessitate different instructional 
strategies and materials. 



A Miami principal commented: 

The influx of students at many different times makes it difficult for 
us to plan our lessons successfully. Bilingual curriculum content 
classes are now overloaded even though they were relatively empty 
at the beginning of the school year. 



Some of the schools we studied had turnover rates near 100 percent, 
that is, twice as many students were enrolled in the school at some 
time during the school year than were enrolled on any given day. 
The majority of schools in our surveys had turnover rates over 50 
percent. 

Some immigrant students who do not move from one school to an- 
other nonetheless disappear for long periods in the academic year. 
Principals and teachers in Los Angeles, Houston, Miami, and New 
York City reported that many immigrant families from western- 
hemisphere countries take children out of school for weeks and 
months at a time for visits home. One Los Angeles principal noted, 
"Around December parents go off for the holidays and take their 
kids. There is a big exodus then In the past two weeks, 30 stu- 
dents have come back and 10 have left." 

Most such absences begin during the Chrioitmas holidays, and may 
often extend into March or even April. Families who can return 
home over land are particularly likely to take children out of schools 
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in Los Angeles and Houston. As educators in New York and Miami 
reported, wholesale student absences begin as soon as airlines an- 
nounce their winter discount fares. 

Many immigrant families apparently do not share or understand U.S. 
expectations about uninterrupted school attendance. Despite their 
obvious desire to live in the United States, they retain expectations 
for educational work and attainment derived from their home cul- 
tures. 

This leads to the fourth issue, which is the general difficulty of ad- 
justment to the United States. The rigors of immigration, especially 
over land from Mexico and central America, by sea from Haiti, or 
through refugee camps in Kurdestan and Southeast Asia, leave many 
children exhausted and ill. Many immigrant students also suffer 
from severe emotional stress. One principal told of several extreme 
cases: 

When we see children who are suicidal or suffering from insomnia, 
there's always a reason. For example, one child saw his father 
killed. One girl couldn't stop shivering because she witnessed her 
uncle mutilated and killed. Her aunt then remarried and her sec- 
ond husband killed her— the violence continues. We had a boy here 
who was being carried by his grandmother when she was shot; there 
was blood all over him. 



Most of the children who enter the United States from Mexico, 
Central America, and Asia endure family separations in the course of 
immigration. In many cases, children immigrate only after one or 
both parents have spent time in the United States finding work and 
living quarters. In one California school we visited, a ten-year-old 
girl had just been reunited with her mother after an eight-year sepa- 
ration. Children frequendy immigrate only to join families that have 
been permanently split by divorce or the decision of one parent to 
return to the home country. Even intact families are frequendy dis- 
rupted by parents* emotional distress and their need to work multi- 
ple jobs. Again, although schools resist becoming social-service 
agencies and dispensers of family therapy, they must often reach out 
to families to ensure that children come to school rested and calm 
enough to learn. 
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The remainder of this section explores how schools try to resolve four 
issues: language-appropriate instruction, poor academic prepara- 
tion, mobility, and social adjustment. It identifies general patterns of 
service and calls attention to especially significant differences among 
the districts studied. 

Language and Instruction. Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, a de- 
bate raged over the relative merits of bilingual education, i.e., teach- 
ing in the native language until the student had become completely 
fluent in English, and of English as a Second Language (ESL), teach- 
ing that relies almost entirely on English to convey academic mate- 
rials and to promote language acquisition. At the core of the debate 
was a difference of opinion (fueled by competing research findings) 
about what method led students to learn the most in the long run. 
But the contending sides also differed on the desirability of support- 
ing students' continued use and mastery of their native languages 
(e.g., see Crawford, 1991; Halcuta, 1986; Willig, 1985). 

Remnants of the debate are still evident in school systems' services to 
language-minority students. But the logic o( necessity is overwhelm- 
ing in most cases. In general, school systems offer at least some 
bilingual education to new immigrant students whenever possible. 
But the needs of students who speak no Lnglish are so great that few 
school systems are able to offer any nacive-language instruction to 
students who are even moderately corr.petent in English. There are, 
furthermore, many language groups /or whom the school systems 
are able to hire very few teachers. Students who speak these lan- 
guages are often taught exclusively by monolingual English-speaking 
teachers. Children who speak low-incidence languages often attend 
schools where an ESL class can contain students from as many as ten 
different language groups. 

Table 3.3 summarizes the relative emphasis on bilingual and ESL in- 
struction in the school systems. It reflects the fact that most systems 
offer bilingual instruction only to the largest language groups and 
emphasize ESL for smaller groups and later arrivals. Most districts, 
furthermore, minimize the use of bilingual education in high 
schools, trjing to ensure that students obtain access to substantive 
courses that are only taught in English. Only Fairfax county relies ex- 
clusively on ESL. 
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Table 3.3 



Principal Approach to Language Instruction for Non- English 
Speakers, by Native Language 



Language Group 



Bilingual^ 



ESL 



Spanish 
Asian 

East European 
Middle Eastern 
African 
French 

Other European 



D, lA, SF, V, H, C, NY 
SF. NY, lA, C 
NY,C 



NY 

NY, D, IJK, C 



F 

D, C, H, F, V 

C, D. F, LA 

D, NY, F. C, lA 
NY, F,D 

F.D 
F,H.SF 



^Some districts offer limited bilingual or immersion programs in lower- 
incidence languages. Chicago, for example, offers limited numbers of 
bilingual programs in Cantonese, Vietnamese, Korean, Russian, Indo- 
Pakistani, and Polish. New York offers Russian, Polish, Cantonese, and 
Korean in some schools. Fairfax offers Japanese, Spanish, and French 
immersion programs, and Miami offers one sequence of classes in Italian. 
Most immigrants speaking the languages listed above, however, receive 
only ESL instruction. 

Fairfax does provide limited nunibers of immersion programs in 
Spanish, French, and Japanese. But these programs are meant to at- 
tract middle-class English speakers and English-speaking foreign - 
born students, not to serve as an instructional model for the large 
numbers of non-English-speaking immigrant students. Fairfax allo- 
cates extra teaching slots to immigrant schools, and the schools can 
decide when to hire bilingual teachers or simply to reduce class size 
for all students. Whenever possible, students from low-incidence 
language groups are assigned to schools that have at least some staff 
members that speak their language. But most such students are in 
schools that have only monolingual-English or English and Spanish- 
speaking teachers. 

None of the districts that provide bilingual education pursue a con- 
sistent language-maintenance approach for immigrant students. 
Some, particularly San Francisco, Miami, and New York, try to make 
home-language instruction available as long as possible. The Miami 
school board also favors teaching and maintaining second languages 
for all students, including native English speakers. But all districts 
have been forced to put scarce bilingual manpower where it is most 
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desperately needed, with new immigrants who speak little or no 
English. 

Respondents in all the districts explained that their choices between 
bilingual and ESL modes of instruction are dictated by teacher sup- 
ply. With the exception of Hispanics, Chinese, Poles, and Russians, 
most recent immigrant groups do not bring qualified teachers with 
them. Nor do such groups as the Hmong, Afghans, Kurds, and 
Haitians have large numbers of U.S.-resident teachers who can 
speak their languages. Although several of the urban systems have 
hired aides who speak immigrant students' languages, school sys- 
tems serving students from such groups have no choice but to offer 
them ESL instruction. 

All districts have developed techniques for stretching the supply of 
bilingual teachers as far as it can go. Fairfax and Miami employ 
bilingual consultants who work as circuit riders, visiting the schools 
where immigrant students are being taught by ESL teachers who do 
not speak their languages. These consulting teachers work as case- 
work advocates for individual students, and also advise regular class- 
room teachers on methods of helping immigrant students. Miami 
also provides a special category of courses called bilingual curricu- 
lum content (BCC). These courses are team-taught by an English- 
speaking subject-matter specialist (e.g., in mathematics or science) 
and a bilingual teacher who is not a subject-matter specialist. The 
bilingual teacher explains key concepts in the students' native lan- 
guage and alerts the content teacher when immigrant students' in- 
terest or comprehension is falling off. BCC classes were evident in 
every Miami school we visited, at all levels from early elementary 
grades through high school. Bven schools with large numbers of 
bilingual teachers had some BCC classes. 

Districts that have significant numbers of bilingual teachers but can- 
not keep up with the continual growth of the immigrant population, 
such as Houston, are often unable to provide extensive bilingual in- 
struction. But they do try to give each immigrant student a "home 
base" in the school, with at least one teac her who speaks the native 
language. This is most often accomplished by assigning students to a 
Spanish-speaking homeroom. Though some critics have con- 
demned the resulting isolation of immigrant students, the teachers 
and principals we interviewed claimed that such students feel more 
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secure in the school and adapt more quickly to ESL and pure 
English-language instruction. 

Other districts with a smaller supply of bilingual teach, s than 
Miami's often provide ESL specialists to teach mathematics, science, 
and social studies. As a Houston principal said: 

Five years ago we (started trying] to set aside a class other than 
English that could be taught using the ESL methodolog>^ We 
started with science, then added history, and math was last. 

Teachers in such classes may not speak the immigrant students' 
home languages, but they understand how students acquire nev^ 
languages and teach in ways that both convey course content and in- 
crease English proficiency. This means that they provide concrete 
examples and definitions to help students learn the English names 
for important objects and ideas, and they use demonstrations to de- 
fine verbs. Some also learn key verbs in the students' home lan- 
guages so they can show how concepts that the students already un- 
derstand can be translated into English. This description generally 
fits classes that Los Angeles calls sheltered English? 

ESL is an elastic term, and it sometimes simply means instruction 
provided by an English-speaking teacher. But most ESL teachers use 
techniques of demonstration and definition to convey the meaning 
of English instruction to non-English-speaking students. Teachers 
formally trained in ESL have a repertoire of techniques for instruct- 
ing non-English-speaking students, and even those who have 
learned ESL on the job tend to have definite approaches to conveying 
content in English. 

Though many of the schools we studied ser\'e immigrant students 
from only one language group, some have students speaking as 
many as ten languages. In Fairfax, New York, and San Francisco, 
schools with five to seven language groups are common. Many of the 



-The state of California now issues certification for teachers teaching sheltered English 
classes. It is called a Ixinguage Development Certificate (KDC) and is less demanding 
in its reqiilremenTs than a bilingual credential. The LOC does not require bilingualism 
and emphasi7-es language-development skills. It Is designed, in the face of bilingual- 
teacher shortages and the growing number of LHP students, to ensure that 
monolingual, Knglish-speaking teachers can more effectively teach LHP students. 
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groups are small, so that none have as many as 20 members per 
grade. In such cases it is usually impossible for the school to provide 
any same-language teachers for some students. One Fairfax elemen- 
tary school we visited contains ten language groups. It provided half- 
day bilingual instruction for Hispanic and Korean students, but it 
had no staff members who could speak Kurdish, Arabic, Hmong, or 
any of the five other languages that students spoke at home. The 
principal reported an incident in which she was able to resolve a 
fight between two boys only after bringing five other children to her 
office to translate among the combatants and herself. 

When we asked teachers and principals how they would help immi- 
grant students succeed in U.S. schools, virtually all said that they 
need greater exposure to instruction in their native languages. 
Although few argued that schools are responsible for helping stu- 
dents maintain a lifelong competence in their native languages, most 
asserted that basic-skills learning occurs faster if students are taught 
bilingually. 

Still, many teachers and principals argued that current methods can 
be effective in teaching students English and increasing academic 
content knowledge. Most thought that immigrant students who en- 
tered American schools at or near grade level could catch up, in 
terms of basic substantive understanding, within two or three years. 
Some noted, however, that written expression is very slow to de- 
velop. Whether an immigrant student is taught bilingually or via 
ESL, his or her capacity to write sharply and convey complex ideas 
clearly in English lags many years behind the rest of her develop- 
ment. As one Dade County middle school teacher said. 

You can be taken in by how bright and responsive the kids are, and 
they can do pretty well on multiple-choice tests and homework. 
But anything that require*'; writing or public speaking throws them. 
It is like they go back several years. 

Teachers repeatedly complained that district-level testing v/as inac- 
curate, and that students who were placed at one level often could 
not perform at that level and had to be reassigned by the school. 
Although many districts have formal testing programs to assess stu- 
dents' English-language skills (e.g., New York's Language Assessment 
Battery), many teachers apparently preferred constructing their own. 
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In Fairfax County, the practice of informal testing is well established: 
The local student intake center uses locally made tests, and students' 
placements depend heavily on the tester's judgment. Students' 
movements from one level of ESL instruction to another, or from ESL 
to mainstream English-language instruction, also depend primarily 
on teacher judgment. 

Our Los Angeles student transcript data confirm that formal testing 
of immigrant students' English-language skills is not performed sys- 
tematically. An analysis of transcripts from one school in that study 
indicated that 70 percent of its tenth grade ESL students had taken at 
least two language tests in the course of their two years at the school. 
In an otherv^ise similar Los Angeles high school, only 25 percent of 
the ESL students had been tested more than once. 

Deficient Academic Preparation. The instruction provided in stan- 
dard content areas — reading, spelling, grammar, literature, mathe- 
matics, science, social studies, and art — differs depending on the 
students' age and prior academic attainment. In elementary schools, 
the majority of immigrant students take standard English-language 
courses in core subjects within two years of entering the United 
States. Students who enter in kindergarten, first, or second grades 
normally gain access to regular instruction well before they leave el- 
ementary school, whatever their level of prior academic experience. 

Most school systems expect teachers to adjust their instructional 
methods and content to the needs of first- year immigrant students. 
After the first year, however, students are introduced to more and 
more regular classes. Even those new immigrants who receive spe- 
cial bilingual or ESL instruction spend more than half their school 
day in the same classes as their native-born peers. Elementary-level 
students wlrj have mastered some English typically take science, so- 
cial studies, and physical education in regular classes. In Fairfax 
County, where the school system does not provide bilingual educa- 
tion as a matter of policy, second-year immigrant students are usu- 
ally placed into regular mathematics and language arts classes as 
well. 

The instruction given older immigrant students depends profoundly 
on their academic preparation. Immigrants who enter elementary- 
school at grade three or above can have serious problems catching 
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up with regular instruction. Whether this happens in a particular 
case depends primarily on the student's social class and country of 
origin. Students who have attended school full time in their native 
countries are often ahead of American students, especially in math- 
ematics and science. Hourever, students whose schooling was de- 
layed or disrupted due to poverty and war are often far behind. As 
we saw in many junior high and high schools, some students from 
rural areas of Asia, Africa, and Central America arrive at school not 
knowing how to use a pencil or eraser, virtually illiterate, and unable 
to perform basic computation in their native languages. 

These students' transitions to regular classes are slow. Most take 
several years to gain a real working knowledge of English, and the 
complexity of secondary school materials also demands more lan- 
guage competence. Immigrants in junior high and high school typi- 
cally take only physical education with native-born students in their 
first semester. By the end of the first year, however, many are taking 
standard English-language health and social studies classes. 

Students who had made normal progress in their home-country 
schools can usually take regular mathematics courses within the first 
year, due to the relatively low importance of English expression and 
the fact that many foreign countries provide more demanding math- 
ematics curricula. Students whose education has been disrupted by 
immigration often take much longer to catch up in secondary' school. 
Few teenage immigrants who enter U.S. schools with deficient aca- 
demic preparation ever make the transition to full-time English lan- 
guage instruction, and many leave school without diplomas and 
several years below normal grade levels. 

The transcript analysis we conducted on a sample cohort of Los 
Angeles students illustrates students' experience in catching up with 
their U.S.-born age peers. The data are most vivid for immigrant 
high school students, over 25 percent of whom had entered U.S. 
schools at the high school level. We analyzed students' accumula- 
tion of credits in college-preparatory courses and their enrollment in 
algebra. These college-preparatory courses include algebra, geome- 
try, laboratory science, history, and regular or advanced English, 
courses which are required for admission to the University of 
California and many other four-year colleges. 
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A comparison of Tables 3.4 and 3.5 shows that new immigrant tenth 
grade students in these schools lag behind all other students in the 
numbers of college-preparatory courses taken. By eleventh grade, 
however, the same immigrant students nearly catch up with their 
native-born and more established immigrant classmates. The per- 
centage of new immigrant students who had not taken any college- 
preparatory courses fell from 44 percent to 22 percent beUveen tenth 
and eleventh grade. By the end of their junior year, new immigrant 
students lagged only slightly behind the other Uvo groups in the pro- 
portion taking more than sue college-preparatory courses. 

Immigrant students definitely catch up in the one important college 
''gatekeeper" course, first-year algebra. As Table 3.6 shows, new im- 

Table 3.4 

Percentage of Students Taking College-Preparatory Courses 
Through the 10th Grade 







Type of Student 




Number of College 




Established 




Preparatory C/)Uise.s 




Immigrant 


New Immigrant 


0 


35% 


38% 


44% 


1-5 


55% 


46% 


50% 


6-10 


10% 


16% 


6% 


1 1-20 


0% 


0% 


0% 


N 


20 


37 


18 




Table 3.5 




Percentage of Students Taking College- Preparatory Courses 




Through the 1 1th Grade 




Type of Student 


Number of College 




Rstabiished 




Preparatory Courses 


Native- Horn 


Immigrant 


New Immigrant 


0 


25% 


35% 


22% 


l-f) 


45% 


32% 


50% 


6-10 


15% 


24% 


22% 


11-20 


15% 


8% 


i\% 


N 


20 


37 


18 
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Table 3.6 

When Students Take First- Year Algebra 

Type of Student 



Percentage of 



Students Taking 




Established 




First-Year Algebra in 


Native-Born 


Immigrant 


New Immigrant 


Junior HS 


15% 


8% 


0% 


9th grade 


25% 


27% 


28% 


10th grade 


15% 


24% 


17% 


1 1th grade 


0% 


14% 


39% 


Never taken 


45% 


27% 


17% 


N 


20 


37 


18 



NOTE: The differences between groups are statistically significant at the 0.05 
level. 



migrant students take this course later than their classmates who 
were born in the United States or immigrated before they entered 
school. But the new immigrants are more likely than any other group 
in the sample schools to have taken algebra by the end of eleventh 
grade. 

These data are only for immigrants who stay in school through the 
eleventh grade: The many who drop out before that time are unlikely 
to have taken any appreciable number of college-preparatory 
courses. Even those students who "catch up" in eleventh grade may 
have their college opportunities compromised. The standard col- 
lege-preparatory sequence includes two years of algebra and one of 
geometry. Without taking summer school or delaying graduation by 
a year, the nearly 40 percent of new immigrants who start Algebra 1 
in the eleventh grade would not be able to finish the entire sequence 
of courses. 

Despite some positive results, educators in all the districts we studied 
reported that schools have great difficulty reaching and holding older 
students who enter school several years behind. They experience 
school as a struggle to catch up with courses that are continually 
moving faster than they can. Students who come from poor areas of 
their source countries often come from families that expect young 
people to abandon school in their teens to begin work and marriage. 
Many see the wages available even in dead-end U.S. j::bs as being 
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highly attractive, and some must take any available work to support 
their brothers and sisters. As a Chicago high school principal said, 
"The first [problem] area is attendance. Once a male is 16, he is ex- 
pected to work. We have at least 300 kids here working more than 30 
hours a week." 

District officials and high school principals in San Francisco, Los 
Angeles. Fairfax, and New York said that older immigrant students 
are often too mature, and carry too many aduk burdens, to partici- 
pate in normal secondary school programs. Girls 13 or 14 years old 
may not be expected to earn money, but they may be responsible for 
maintaining the household and caring for younger siblings and 
cousins while their parents work several jobs. Boys of similar age 
may be expected by their families to work full time. Many of the 
children may have had experiences that forced them to permanently 
adopt adult perspectives. Aside from the traumatizing experiences 
associated with immigration itself, some children ab jve the age of 14 
may have served in regular or guerrilla armies and may have dealt 
daily with basic issues of life and death. This is most frequently true 
of young men from Central America, but it can also apply to immi- 
grants from Cambodia, Afghanistan, and Kurdestan. 

Few such students can adjust to the schedules and demands of regu- 
lar high schools. In New York and Los Angeles, a small number of 
older immigrant students are enrolled in alternative schools, which 
offer flexible schedules and individualized programs. These were 
originally designed for U.S. -born students who were chronic truants, 
became parents, experienced emotional problems, or came under 
court supervision. These schools often work, in the sense that they 
help students continue their education and teach basic and interper- 
sonal skills needed in adult life, but only a few students leave with a 
standard high school education.^ Such schools are in very short 
supply. Many older immigrant students were also assigned lo adult- 
education schools, where they could take advantage of flexible 
schedules and take a few classes at a time. Fairfax administrators 
who had worked with such students for several years said that the 
majority take only job-related vocational courses at first, but return 



^The research on which these statements are based is reported in Hill. Foster, and 
Gendler (1990). 
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in their twenties to take more basic courses in English, mathematics, 
and economics. 

Educators who are immigrants themselves consistently said that 
immigrant education is family education. Immigrant children gen- 
erally do not attend school consistently or take all its demands seri- 
ously if their parents do not aspire to American-styie education for 
their children. This is not a problem for middle-class immigrants 
from any country. But for the poor, the influence of traditional atti- 
tudes about children's roles in the family and aspirations for formal 
education is very strong. 

Many school systems, especially San Francisco and Dade County, are 
working to make iheir class offerings more helpful and interesting to 
older immigrant students. But they, and educators in such other 
well-staffed school systems as Chicago, Houston, Fairfax, and New 
York, recognize that simply placing a student in a regular neighbor- 
hood school may not be enough for some immigrants. These dis- 
tricts have developed three kinds of activities that can supplement or 
strengthen regular instruction: 

• Newcomer schools provide intensive language and academic re- 
mediation, assistance with social and emotional adjustment to 
the United States, health screening, inoculations, and remedia- 
tion of chronic health problems. 

• Screening and intake centers help schools by assessing new im- 
migrants' English and academic skills, channel <;tudents into 
schools equipped to their needs, and allocate advisers and cir- 
cuit-riding specialist teachers who can help schools educate stu- 
dents from low-incidence language groups. 

• Cultural adjustment programs provide school-based courses in- 
tended to familiarize students with local history, politics, eco- 
nomic structure, geography, and cultural institutions. 

Such activities are far from universal. Newcomer schools are present 
in all our California school systems and New York City. However, 
only Visalia has capacity in its newcomer school for a majority of new 
immJgrants. Los Angeles has only two such schools and San 
Francisco four. Los Angeles serves only 5,000 of the approximately 
30,000 newly arrived immigrant students who enroll each year. San 
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Francisco's newcomer schools can serve nearly 20 percent of newly 
enrolled immigrants. New York City has only one newcomer school, 
and it can serve only about 3 percent of each year's new arrivals. The 
California sites are committed to newcomer schools, and their avail- 
ability is limited primarily by funding. New York might limit itself to 
the one existing newcomer school, because influential Puerto Rican 
groups complain that the school illegally isolates language-minority 
students from the mainsiream. 

Student Mobility. Most schools are designed to provide nine 
months,' instruction each year to students who start in September, 
leave in June, and return again in September. Los Angeles' year- 
round schools are a different but f till very orderly and regular model. 
Within such stable schools, teachers can pass students from one 
grade level to another with some confidence that successive courses 
reinforce each other. Even when students transfer schools, curricula 
and standards are normally similar enough to permit students to 
adjust within a few weeks. 

None of these assuinpti>»ns holds for immigrant education. Im- 
migrant children enter and leave school at times not normally con- 
templated by the school schedule, and they change schools fre- 
quently. 

Districts with effective immigrant student intake centers assign stu- 
dents to schools on the basis of program, rather than location. In 
Dade and Fairfax, a family move does not automatically mean a 
change of school. Even if a student must change schools, the place- 
ment center can inform the new teachers about the student's needs 
and the program that had been created for her. 

But four of our nine districts, and, in all probability, the majority of all 
others, can provide neither the centralized placement service nor the 
transportation required to stabilize students' educational experience. 
In most districts, the majority of students enroll directly in their 
neighborhood schools and change schools every time the family 
moves. All school systems transfer records whenever a student 
moves, but a student's file normally arrives at the new school only 
after some weeks' or months' delay. Students' academic programs 
are ofien jstablished before their record? arrive. 
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Teachers and administrators cite other adjustment issues that par- 
ticularly affect older students: the Latin cultures' expectation that 
pregnant girls will leave school to raise their babies and that girls will 
leave school to help their mothers; Southeast Asians' custom of early 
marriages; and the expectations in most poor rural countries that 
young men will become full-time workers in their late teens, and that 
couples will marry and start having children before they are twenty. 

If the experiences of other immigrant groups are standard, these 
parental attitudes are unlikely to disappear until the second genera- 
tion of immigrant children enters the schools. Although some 
schools appear to have some capacity to increase family understand- 
ing and support, most do not. Some teachers and administrators 
work to make their schools community centers, places where parents 
crn come to meet friends, get help translating documents, and enjoy 
simple social events. These public schools become more than simple 
pun^eyors of instruction; they are general resources for parents. 
Their ultimate goal is to ensure parental support for the educational 
process, but they approach parents by building community. Other 
schools in our sample have tried to open themselves up as educa- 
tional institutions, encouraging parent involvement in site-based 
management and shared governance. Although these approaches 
succeed occasionally, as in Chicago where Hispanic parents united 
to have an Anglo principal removed and a Hispanic installed in his 
place, immigrant parents in most schools do not respond. 
Involvement with governance requires parents to shoulder addi- 
tional burdens on behalf of the school (not, as in the former case, of- 
fering opportunities that parents themselves value). It also forces 
immigrant parents to consider and decide on issues that most think 
are the business of school professionals, not themselves. 

Students' Adjustment to the United States. Teachers and principals 
in every school talked about the emotional burdens borne by immi- 
grant students, and the need to help. Most told about informal ef- 
forts by school staff to comfort grieving children and to help the most 
destitute obtain clothing, food, and shelter. Most also expressed 
frustration about the schools' inability to provide good counseling 
and case management and about the remoteness and scarcity of 
public-welfare resources. With a few exceptions (e.g., the close 
working relationship between the Dade County Immigrant Student 
Center and the Dade County Health Department), teachers and ad- 
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ministrators said they receive more help from private and religious 
charities than from public-welfare agencies. 

Immigration has overloaded the health and v^elfare agencies just as it 
has the schools. And, like the schools, these agencies have received 
little additional funding despite their heavy nev^ burdens. As Liu 
(1991) has shown, little of the funding promised health ard welfare 
agencies under the Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986 has 
materialized. Families are, moreover, likely to shy away from any but 
crisis help from such agencies. Although the schools have consis- 
tently demonstrated that they will serve children whatever their 
immigration status, many other public agencies are required by law 
to demand proof of eligibility for benefits. 

Administrators and teachers in most schools perform part-time as 
surrogate nurses and social workers. In addition, some school sys- 
tems also offer educational programs that help students learn to 
cope with the broader society and use its resources. The newcomer 
schools discussed above are meant to give students an intensive 
one-year adjustment to American life. In addition to individually 
tailored courses meant to help bridge any gaps between students' 
home-country education and U.S. courses, these schools teach stu- 
dents the rudiments of American manners, grooming, workplace de- 
portment, and citizenship. According to the principal of Liberty 
High, New York City's one newcomer school, "these students need to 
know how the city works, how to get around, and how to deal with 
regular Americans. The school can't prepare them for everything but 
it can give them a start." The degree of help that is often necessary is 
evident in one New York City principal's statement: 

Some students come from rural areas and have never been in a city. 
These students are severely lacking in social skills. One had never 
been to school and didn't know how to hold a pencil, sit on a chair, 
or use a urinal. 

Newcomer schools in California have much the same orientation. In 
some New York City comprehensive high schools, immigrant 
"houses" provide bilingual homerooms and rich social adjustment 
courses for some students. 
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Immigrant student intake centers also provide some help with ad- 
justment. The ones in Dade and Fairfax counties ensure that immi- 
grant students and their teachers get a weekly visit from a teacher, 
social worker, or consultant who knows the student's language and 
can provide advice, mediate disputes, or identify the need for inter- 
vention in family problems. Intake center resources are thin, and 
many grave needs may go unmet. But these resources are a distinct 
addition to the normal resources of the schools, which typically have 
only English-speaking counselors and only one for 300 to 500 stu- 
dents. 

Table 3.7 shows which school systems have newcomer schools, in- 
take centers, and programs geared to students' adjustment. A few 
school systems offer formal courses intended to help immigrant stu- 
dents learn about their new communities. Dade County's New 
Beginnings Program, which is intended for teenage immigrants who 
enter the schools without basic skills, also provides an orientation to 
the local community — its history, key institutions, main geographic 
features, labor market, and transportation opportunities. As ex- 
plained by teachers in the Miami secondary schools, the program is 
not classroom-bound. Students visit key locations, are shown how to 
use public transportation, practice using newspapers and tele- 
phones, and are exposed to real cultural and work sites. Students in 
newcomer schools also get such experiences. 

These experiences are time-consuming and have been criticized for 
taking students away from the important effort to gain basic reading 
and mathematics skills. Educators providing such programs counter 
that immigrants, especially older ones who may already be in the la- 
bor market and have responsibility for families, need these system- 
awareness skills. Students who learn to cope more smoothly with 
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neighbors, employers, and public-service providers may, in the long 
run, have greater freedom to develop basic and vocational skills. 

Some individual teachers and principals in Houston, Chicago, and 
Fairfax provide such experiences at their own initiative. But in those 
school systems — as in Los Angeles and New York outside the new- 
comer schools — immigrant education is dominated by basic skills 
and language instruction. 

The issue of whether schools should take responsibility for students' 
system awareness is an old one, and it is relevant to the education of 
native-born black and Hispanic students, as well as to immigrants. 
In other RAND studies of schools in Washington, Miami, Cleveland, 
Los Angeles, and New York, it is clear that disadvantaged urban 
youth of all races and ethnicities are strikingly ignorant of their areas* 
economic forces and civic and cultural institutions. Among a class of 
15 seniors in one New York City hig!. school, none had ever read a 
story in the New York Times and none could say what work was done 
on Wall Street or in midtown Manhattan. Less than half the fresh- 
men in a moderately selective high school in Washington, D.C., 
could identify pictures of the Lincoln or Jefferson memorials or say 
what one might see when visiting the Smithsonian.'* 

The insularity of poor urban neighborhoods means that many na- 
tive-born students are, in effect, immigrants as they cross into main- 
stream jobs and postsecondary education. Schools that address the 
acculturation needs of immigrant students may be pioneering a new 
and important element of education for all disadvantaged urban stu- 
dents. 

UNMET NEEDS 

The preceding sections can be seen as a catalogue of unmet needs — 
for more classroom space, bilingual teachers, books and curricula 
geared to the needs of specific immigrants groups, assessment cen- 
ters and techniques, social services, and help with acculturation. 
This section relies on a special source of information, educators' re- 



■^The research on which these statements are based is reported in Hill. Foster, and 
c;endler(1990) and HUl and lionan (1991). These particular findings have not, how- 
ever, been previously reported. 
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sponses to our questions about what they are now trying to do to im- 
prove immigrant education, and what student needs are unmet. 

We interviewed superintendents, school board members, central of- 
fice administrators, teachers, and principals on this topic. Although 
responses differed from one person to another, there were no consis- 
tent differences associated with a respondent's job. All groups of re- 
spondents identified these needs: 

• Efforts to integrate parents into the broader community, just as 
students are integrated via newcomer programs and social ad- 
justment classes 

• Better and more accessible adult education for parents and for 
older immigrant youth who cannot stay in high school 

• Programs to reduce the hostility of some teachers who do not 
want to change their teaching methods to accommodate immi- 
grant students 

• Health care and screening 

• Mentors for older immigrant students. 

Parent Integration 

Few communities have any organized way of helping immigrant 
adults learn about local opportunities and resources. Flawed though 
they may be, the schools are the only public agencies that consis- 
tently help immigrants adjust to their new lives. In areas where 
many immigrants are illegal, local community agencies are often 
closed and hostile to newcomer families. 

Churches and established fo.mer immigrants perform "welcome 
wagon" services in the more stable and prosperous Cuban and 
Nicaraguan communities in Miami, in Asian areas of San Francisco, 
and in established Mexican-American areas of Chicago, Los Angeles, 
and Houston. But vast numbers of immigrant adults, especially 
those in areas that were traditionally occupied by Anglo-whites or 
African Americans, are left to fend for themselves. Our respondents 
thought that immigrant parents would more likely understand and 
support the demands of schooling if the broader community made a 
greater effort to accept and orient them. 
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Adult education is affected by the same budgetary crisis that has be- 
set elementary and secondary schools. Whether adult education is 
funded separately, as in some of bur districts, or jointly with elemen- 
tary and secondary education, as in others, its budgets have been 
severely cut. Even in affluent Fairfax county, adult-education offer- 
ings have dwindled even as the demand for them has increased. 
Local adult-education enterprises in California grew dramatically 
during the rush to provide English classes for undocumented aliens 
who could be legalized under the Immigration Reform and Control 
Act. But those courses were temporary; funding and course offerings 
were dramatically reduced after the legalization program ended in 
1990. 

Respondents said that many older immigrant students cannot stay in 
regular high schools, but want to return for adult education in aca- 
demic and vocational subjects. Many immigrant parents also try to 
take classes in English, simple mathematics, and vocational skills 
once they have gained some modest financial security. Oppor- 
tunities for such coursework are, however, shrinking as the demand 
increases. 

Immigrant adults, like the millions of native-born black and Hispanic 
adults who dropped out of high school but now see the need for fur- 
ther education, need courses tailored to their academic preparation 
and to their demanding schedules. If this need can be met, the ele- 
mentary and secondary schools are likely to find that younger stu- 
dents benefit from their parents' greater understanding and support 
for schooling. 

Improved Teacher Attitudes 

It is a common belief that teachers of minority and immigrant chil- 
dren are more effective if they understand their students' home cul- 
tures. We expected our respondents to say that and were not disap- 
pointed. The vast majority of teachers and principals interviewed 
were dedicated to immigrant education and took delight in their 
contact with students. This was particularly true in schools that had 
traditionally served immigrants or had been restaffed once immigra- 
tion brought a change in demographic composition. But there was 
active hostility on the part of some teachers. As teachers and princi- 
pals in places as diverse as Los Angeles, Houston, Dade, and Fairfax 
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told us, some of the more senior teachers, frequently the ones with 
tenure in a particular school, strongly resisted changing their course 
offerings or instructional strategies to accommodate the needs of 
immigrant students. 

A Chicago principal recalled: 

I had a problem in the beginning with the faculty because they re- 
sented the idea of having their classes *aught in any language but 
English. The departments also resented the extra help and money 
the classes for immigrant students received. This resentment has 
diminished almost completely through a lot of staff development 
workshops and faculty discussions. 

The root of this problem is the change in neighborhood character 
brought about by the large influx of immigrants. In every district we 
studied, there were schools that had changed from Anglo or African 
American to immigrant Hispanic, Asian, or Caribbean. In a few 
cases, Mexican or Cuban Americans had been displaced by poorer 
immigrant Hispanics. While the school populations in those neigh- 
borhoods changed, the school staffs did not. Senior teachers with 
site tenure often chose to stay in convenient and comfortable sur- 
roundings, despite their lack of preparation for teaching non- 
English-speaking immigrants. Schools geared to providing compen- 
satory reading and mathematics instruction to African American 
students had particular difficulty adapting. 

Some school systems gave principals free hands to restaff schools 
that had not adapted to principals' needs. Others drove out recalci- 
trant teachers by ratcheting up standards for teacher effort and per- 
formance. But many school staffs, teachers and principals alike, 
continue to resent and resist the changes in familiar routines ne- 
cessitated by "those children." 

Many districts have initiated cultural awareness programs for 
teachers. Dade County, for example, is now devoting virtually all of 
its staff development budget to implementing the multicultural train- 
ing elements of the META consent decree. Those programs cannot, 
however, work for tearhers who do not want to change. In many 
districts, a serious collaboration between the central administration 
and the teachers' union is needed to staff immigrant schools with 
teachers who truly want to work in them. 
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Health Care and Screening 

Teachers and principals in every city spoke of the need for health 
care. Many immigrant students from poor areas of Central America, 
Asia, or the Middle East have never seen a doctor or dentist or had an 
eye exam. Few have had the U.S. standard immunizations. Although 
school systems resist becoming comprehensive health-care agencies, 
they must prevent transmission of communicable diseases and seek 
help for students whose health problems make it impossible for 
them to attend school and learn. The consequences of inadequate 
health care for immigrants are causing serious problems in urban 
districts. For example, in 1989, Houston had the largest measles out- 
break of any U.S. city (1763 cases, 266 hospitalized, and nine deaths). 
Medical experts attributed the outbreak to a combination of inade- 
quate vaccines dispensed before 1979 and an influx of unimmunized 
immigrants. Similarly, the infection rate for tuberculosis among 
Houston school children rose to 5 percent in 1989, up from below 1 
percent in 1984. Again, the problem has been attributed to the large 
influx of immigrants. Elementary school teachers in Dade County 
similarly reported that communicable diseases, and the disruption in 
student attendance that they cause, are major barriers to effective 
education. 

Few city or county health departments offer strong programs of 
medical screening and care for immigrant children. Individual 
schools sometimes arrange special services from charitable organi- 
zations, hospitals, and medical schools. But few have access to such 
institutions, and many lack principals with the vast entrepreneurial 
skill and energy necessary to make such arrangements. School dis- 
trict central offices also lack the needed resources. For example, in 
July 1990, the Los Angeles district laid c 'all but three of its 50 doc- 
tors, and while 350 nurses continued to be funded, only high schools 
and some middle schools have them full time. Elementary schools in 
Los Angeles have nurses only one or two days a week. 

As new immigrants come from increasingly impoverished and unsafe 
areas of the world, these problems will grow. But, as Liu (1991) 
shows, few general-purpose governments have organized to meet 
the needs of immigrant populations. Until this happens, schools 
facing profound educational challenges will also have to care for 
their students' health. 
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CHAPTER CONCLUSIONS 

Six conclusions emerged from our district case studies. 

First, the positive expectations that many educators hold for the im- 
migrants they teach do not necessarily translate into appropriate and 
adequate services for those children. School systems accept immi- 
grant students without asking questions about their immigrant sta* 
tus or family background. Many teachers and administrators in the 
districts we studied were themselves immigrants or children of im- 
migrants. Many others are touched by immigrant children's eager- 
ness and simplicity. But that does not mean that school systems 
have found ways to educate immigrant children successfully. School 
officials, from superintendents and school board members down to 
teachers and aides, are trying hard, at least in most cases, but they 
are not able to give immigrant children all they need to become full 
participants in American life. 

Second, th'j school districts serving the largest numbers of immigrant 
students are deeply troubled and frequently fail to provide high- 
quality educational services to students of all sorts, including native- 
born, low- and middle-income children, as well as immigrants. 
Although the smaller districts in our sample, Fairfax and Visalia, were 
not particularly troubled, the big-city districts cannot meet their fi- 
nancial obligations, expect worse deficits in the years to come, are 
decades behind on building maintenance and reconstruction, and 
have severe shortages of classroom space, quality teachers, books, 
and supplies. The big-city districts are failing to educate a high pro- 
portion of their students — nearly half drop out before graduation in 
some cities — and some of the larger urban districts are unable to en- 
sure the safety of students and teachers while in school. 

Third, none of the districts have the kinds of assets normally consid- 
ered necessary for the education of language-minority students. 
Although a few have adequate supplies of Spanish-speaking teach- 
ers, none can guarantee that immigrants speaking other languages 
will be taught by bilingual teachers. Even in wealthy Fairfax, some 
students never encounter a school employee who speaks their native 
language. In addition, many districts lack a capability to assess im- 
migrants' language ability and general educational development. 
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Few districts have books, curriculum guides, or other instructional 
materials in any foreign language other than Spanish. 

Fourth, shortages of teachers and instructional materials are not 
solely due to the school districts' financial straits. Many recent im- 
migrant groups come from very poor regions, and few come to the 
United States with educated adults who can readily become teachers 
in U.S. schools. Further, except for Spanish-speaking students, there 
are few language-appropriate texts or materials that bridge the gap 
between educational approaches used in the United States and in 
source countries. 

Fifth, some districts have explicit strategies for educating immi- 
grants, but others do not. Districts with large, well-established for- 
eign-language communities often regard immigrants simply as LEP 
students who need language instruction. This is true regardless of 
district wealth. Fairfax offers only ESL to foreign-born students, 
whether they are impoverished new immigrants or children of 
diplomats. However, districts whose LEP students are predomi- 
nantly immigrants are much more likely to take responsibility for 
teaching students about how U.S. society differs from their native 
countries and how to cope with American school, work, and social 
situations. 

Sixth, immigrant students, especially in the big cities, often appear in 
U.S. schools unprepared for the level of instruction normally offered 
students of their age. Older students have particular difficulty 
adapting. Family needs and pressures also frequently drive older 
students out of full-time school long before high school graduation. 
Educators expect such students to seek further education throughout 
their early adult lives, but few immigrant-impacted school systems 
are now equipped to provide it. 

This chapter provides a picture of school districts coping with grow- 
ing problems. Clearly, many districts and individual schools are 
making intelligent choices and showing great resiliency. But the big- 
city districts we studied, and many others like them, are failing vir- 
tually all their students— American-born blacks, Hispanics, and poor 
whites, as well as immigrants. And, despite the deficiencies of some 
individual principals and teachers, the main failures are systemic, 
not personal. Local governments have not taken responsibility for 
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immigrant childrei: > broader welfare or for helping their parents 
make a productive adjustment to American economic, civic, and ed- 
ucational life. State and federal governments have acted as if the 
problems brought about by immigration might just go away. The 
federal government, in an effort to promote general educational im- 
provement, has ignored the fact that a few huge urban systems are 
near collapse and need special attention. 

The theme of this chapter is also the dominant message of the entire 
report: For the vast majority of immigrant children, the quality of ed- 
ucation depends on the fundamental strength and competence of 
big city school systems. The financial and educational weakness of 
those school systems impedes any effort to improve schooling for 
immigrant children. 



Chapter Four 



INSIDE IMMIGRANT SCHOOLS 



In the previous chapter, we presented an overview of district efforts 
to meet the needs of immigrant students. To some extent, the re- 
sponses of those local districts with the greatest numbers of immi- 
grants are embodied in formal policies dealing with student assess- 
ment, the criteria for assigning students to particular schools, and 
the type of instruction they receive there. However, as the discussion 
in Chapter Three illustrated, much of what happens to immigrant 
youth is not the result of formal policies, but rather the sum of many 
different, ad hoc coping strategies by individual schools. Each 
school's unique response to bilingual teacher shortages, facility 
overcrowding, student mobility, and the myriad problems faced by 
poor immigrant families shapes the educational experiences of these 
students. Although all schools face the common challenges of 
teaching immigrants a new language, helping them adjust to a differ- 
ent culture, and teaching them needed academic skills, the educa- 
tional experiences of students will vary depending on their age and 
level of past education, whether they speak Spanish or another lan- 
guage, and the type of school they attend. 

In this chapter, we look inside several of the schools in our study 
sample to provide a more in-depth picture of immigrant students' 
schooling. It is meant to give greater specificity to the general dis- 
cussion presented in the previous chapter and to show the variability 
in student experiences that can occur within the common set of 
challenges outlined in Chapter Three. 

The most striking contrasts are between the traditional schools that 
most immigrant students attend and the newcomer schools available 
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to a minority of students for a short period of time. Not only are the 
two types of schools quite different in their organization and ap- 
proach to instruction, but the newcomer schools most closely 
approximate the restructured schools now being advocated by edu- 
cation reformers. In fact, these schools are exceptions to our larger 
argument about the fundamental incapacity of urban school sys- 
tems. Newcomer schools are typically examples of educational insti- 
tutions with a clear sense of mission, strong teacher professionalism, 
active links to other agencies serving children, and instruction cus- 
tomized to the unique needs of their clientele. Yet they are truly ex- 
ceptions: They do not operate in all districts, and where they do ex- 
ist, they serve a small minority of newcomers. Although resource 
constraints have prevented their expansion, they still represent an al- 
ternative vision of schooling for both immigrant and native-born 
students. 

We first describe life for immigrant students in traditional schools, 
and then compare it with the experiences of those attending the 
newcomer schools in our sample. 

TRADITIONAL SCHOOLS DOING THE BEST THEY CAN 
WITH WHAT THEY HA VE 

Not only do the schools attended by most immigrant students have 
large enrollments, but they often have grown quickly. For example, 
one of the Houston elementary schools in our sample grew steadily 
over the 1980s, from 300 students in 1982 to over 1,000 by 1991. 
Similarly, schools in one of Chicago's immigrant neighborhoods are 
now about 25 percent over their physical capacity. One of the ele- 
mentary principals in that neighborhood has been able to alleviate 
overcrowding for the close to 1,400 students attending that school 
only by renting unused classroom space in a nearby Catholic school. 
Even in rural Visalia, enrollment growth over the past decade has 
meant that half the elementary students attend school on year-round 
schedules, and the district expects to place the remainder on such a 
schedule over the next several years. 

The fact that many immigrant students attend large, increasingly 
overcrowded schools affects the kinds of instruction they receive in 
several ways. First, the need to handle large numbers of students 
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with limited teaching resources means that students tend to be ho- 
mogeneously grouped, usually by language ability. For example, 
Dade schools group students by four levels of language ability; 
Chicago uses three levels; and Houston schools use five levels within 
their ESL programs. In some cases, these are vvithin-class groupings; 
in other instances, students of different native- and English-language 
abilities are grouped in separate classrooms for at least part of the 
day. Because of the year-round schedule and the inability of schools 
to offer a full complement of courses on each track, grouping has 
taken on a new meaning in some Los Angeles schools. Students in 
one elementary school in our sample are placed on four different 
tracks: One track includes only gifted students, one is for Asians, and 
two are for Spanish-speakers. This arrangement was designed to 
maximize the efficient use of scarce resources. There are not enough 
qualified teachers to offer bilingual and gifted classes in each track, 
so teachers are matched with the students who most need them and 
are then concentrated in a particular track. The trade-off is that stu- 
dents' curricular opportunities are limited, and they are isolated 
from students of different language groups and abilities. 

Not only are students grouped and isolated from one another, but 
also teachers often find it difficult to coordinate iheir efforts. The 
problem is particularly serious in high schools, where the ESL or 
bilingual component may be a small part of the overall curriculum. 
In some schools, isolation is also accompanied by disdain on the part 
of regular faculty toward the bilingual program. Even in schools 
where faculty would like closer ties between the LEP and regular 
curricula, however, barriers exist. For example, in several schools in 
our sample, overcrowding has meant that the ESL/bilingual students 
are taught in separate facilities, distanced from other students by 
several city blocks. Not only does this arrangement make social in- 
teraction more difficult, but it also thwarts efforts to ease the 
transition from bilingual to English language classes if LEP students 
cannot easily spend part of their day in the mainstream classes. 

A second consequence of these fast-growing schools is the shortage 
of qualified personnel and the schools' consequent inability to offer 
the instructional programs either needed by students or required by 
state and federal statutes. For example, some Los Angeles LEP stu- 
dents receive what is called a "modified" bilingual program, even in 
the primary grades. Such a program usually means that they are 
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taught by a monolingual, English-speaking teacher who is assisted by 
a bilingual aide. A Houston elementary school with close to 1,000 
LEP students has only 20 teachers with bilingual certification and 13 
with an ESL endorsement, so most LEP students above the third 
grade are placed in ESL classes. The school is able to maintain that 
number of bilingual teachers only by relying on long-term 
substitutes. In the case of Houston, the problem of providing 
sufficient access to bilingual classes is exacerbated by a state 
requirement that bilingual classes are to contain no more than 22 
students. 

Not only are the curricular opportunities available to immigrant and 
other LEP students significantly different from those for English 
speakers, but equally striking are the differences in academic course 
offerings for immigrant students themselves across districts, schools, 
and even within the same school. Three high schools in Houston, 
Los Angeles, and Chicago illustrate these contrasts. One-third of the 
students in the Houston high school are LEP. The school offers a full 
academic curriculum, including mathematics through honors calcu- 
lus and science through honors physics, yet no bilingual classes are 
offered at all, and the only ESL classes available are in language arts. 
In the Los Angeles high school, located in a port-of-entry neighbor- 
hood, 45 percent of the students are recent immigrants, and two- 
thirds are LEP, speaking some ten different languages. This school is 
able to offer one college-preparatory course — biology — in Spanish. 
The only other bilingual courses are in remedial and introductory 
mathematics; U.S. and world history are offered in an ESL format- As 
a result, only students with sufficient English-language proficiency 
can take a full complement of college-preparatory courses. In con- 
trast to the Houston case, however, about one-quarter of the teachers 
in the Los Angeles school are bilingual, so if students speak Spanish, 
Mandarin, or Tagalog, there is a high probability that, at least in 
some of their classes, teachers will be able to communicate with 
them in their native languages. 

Course offerings for the one-quarter of students in the Chicago high 
school who are LEP (80 percent of whom are recent immigrants) 
stand in sharp contrast to those in the other two schools. Students 
whose native languages are either Spanish or Polish can take a col- 
lege-preparatory curriculum that includes algebra, advanced alge- 
bra, geometry, biology, chemistry, physical science, geography, and 
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U.S. and modern world history taught in their native languages. 
Clearly, the curricular opportunities for newly arrived immigrants at 
this high school are greater than they would be if they attended 
schools in the other cities. But as impressive as this bilingual pro- 
gram may be, it does not serve the 40 percent of LEP students at the 
school who do not speak either Spanish or Polish. Those speaking 
Tagalog, Urdu, Rumanian, and some six or seven other languages 
can only be offered an ESL program without assistance from a 
teacher, aide, or tutor who speaks their language. 

Variations in course offerings across these three schools are largely 
explained by liie availability of bilingual teachers, but differences in 
state program mandates are also significant. The Chicago school has 
the program it does because stale law, reinforced by a recent court 
decision, requires that schools offer a bilingual program in every lan- 
guage for which there are more than 20 students speaking that lan- 
guage. Texas law requires only that ESL classes be provided to high 
school students; while the intent in California is similar, there are 
currently no specific mandates in state law. These state mandates 
are not sufficient to ensure equal curricular access for immigrant 
students, but they do provide a legal framework, which then requires 
sufficient numbers of qualified teachers for successful implementa- 
tion. 

Both research evidence (e.g., McKnight et al., 1987; Oakes, 1990) and 
calls for school reform (Smith and O'Day, 1991) point to the impor- 
tance of curricular access and academic content in shaping student 
achievement. Immigrants are not the only students whose schooling 
opportunities and experiences vary, depending on the schools they 
attend and the ability of those schools to accommodate their particu- 
lar needs. But the problem is exacerbated in the case of immigrant 
students because they often attend schools that are rapidly growing 
and that can only make ad hoc adjustments in the face of quickly 
changing circumstances. Limited curricular access is most detri- 
mental to older immigrant students who arrive in the United States 
in their mid-teens and have the ability and preparation to take col- 
lege-preparatory courses, but lack English proficiency. 

We have portrayed the schools attended by most immigrant students 
as institutions doing their best to cope given serious limitations of 
space, time, money, and faculty resources. Teachers with the train- 
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ing and experience to teach immigrant students are in short supply, 
and the typical counseling load in these schools is between 350 and 
500 students. Other support services, such as those provided by 
medical and mental-health personnel, are available only on an ir- 
regular and limited basis. 

But it is important to note that, within this general picture of schools 
trying to make do under difficult circumstances, there are examples 
of valiant efforts to be innovative and to make a significant difference 
in the lives of students. Schools in Dade, Chicago, Los Angeles, and 
other districts are moving to site-based management; some are 
working to develop a more integrated, thematic curriculum; and a 
few are implementing parental education programs to help parents 
become more effective teachers of their children. The problem is 
that these efforts are often sporadic, and many are limited to one 
school or even one grade level or academic department within that 
school. These are not the systemic changes that will be necessary to 
improve schooling for both immigrant and native-born children. 

In the next section, we examine one strategic approach to immigrant 
education that may serve as a model for improving urban schooling 
more generally. 

NEWCOMER SCHOOLS: A NEW MODEL FOR IMMIGRANT 
EDUCATION 

The first difference one notices between the newcomer schools in 
our sample and the traditional ones is size. For example, the two 
newcom.er schools in Los Angeles each enroll about 450 students, as 
compared with the other Los Angeles elementary schools in our 
sample, which average over 1,000 students, and the high schools, 
which typically enroll between 2,000 and 4,000 students. But other 
differences are also evident. Because newcomer schools were cre- 
ated as ''new" schools,^ their mission is well-articulated and clearly 



^Although newcomer schools are new organizational entities, they tend to be housed 
in existing buildings. For example, the newcomer elementary school in Los Angeles is 
housed in a building that was originally a neighborhood elementary school in the 
city's wealthiest neighborhood. Immigrant students are bused from the central city to 
this sylvan setting, which stands in sharp contrast to their own neighborhoods. The 
Los Angeles newcomer high school operates as a "school-within-a-schoor at a high 



inside Immigrant Schools 93 



manifested in their organization and curriculum; the faculty 
members are usually handpicked, based on their expertise and 
willingness to work with newcomers. Perhaps because they are 
viewed as different by district authorities or perhaps because they are 
headed and staffed by a self-selected group of educators, newcomer 
school*^ also tend to operate more autonomously and to involve staff 
more uirectly in school governance. These schools, by virtue of the 
clientele they serve, also tend to establish stronger links with 
community agencies. 

The defining characteristics of newcomer schools are well-illustrated 
in Visalia's newcomer elementary school, which is now in its third 
year of operation, serving about 115 newly arrived immigrant stu- 
dents in grades three through six. The teachers were all handpicked 
by the district's bilingual coordinator, who also served as the first di- 
rector of the school.^ The school is a close-knit, caring community 
where the teachers have designed the curriculum and decided which 
instructional materials to purchase. It has an easygoing, egalitarian 
atmosphere. The aides eat lunch with the teachers; much of the con- 
versation revolves around the children and school activities; and the 
aides' suggestions are treated equally with the teachers'. As an ex- 
ample of the emphasis on caring and developing a positive self-im- 
age, each child receives a gift and card from the school on his or her 
birthday. Then, once a month, the school has a birthday party, and 
all children with birthdays in that month receive thei^ own cakes. 
The school's aides spend four hours a day in instructional tasks and 
three hours outside the classroom assisting students and parents — 
e.g., driving children to the doctor, bringing parents to the school. 

The objective of the newcomer school is to help immigrant students 
experience success and thus develop a positive self-image and to 



school located in one of the city's working- and middle-class black neighborhoods. 
The newcomer center in Visalia is housed in a small rural school located next to a 
county- run migrant labor camp that local legend identifies as one of the camps where 
Steinbeck gathered material for The Grapes of Wrath. 

^Despite the experience and skill of the teachers selected for the newcomer center, 
only one currently has a bilingual credential. Two have language development 
credentials, and two are working on their bilingual credentials. The school's resource 
teacher, a young Latino male who is being groomed to become principal of the 
newcomer school, also has a bilingual credential. He works with tlie teachers and 
aides at the nev*^comer school and also with the ESL teachers at two of the middle and 
high schools in our study sample. 
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gain a firm foundation in English-language development. The whole 
curriculum is based on giving students a lot of hands-on experience 
(e.g., through the use of field trips about once a month, hands-on 
science projects, writing in journals). The entire curriculum is de- 
signed around seven general themes: self, family, community, 
county, state, country, and world. Within each of these units, con- 
tent strands are covered in science, mathematics, social studies, lan- 
guage arts, health, art, music, and physical education. The organiz- 
ing principle for the curriculum is the school's own design, but the 
faculty relies heavily on textbooks based on California's state curricu- 
lum frameworks. In contrast to the curriculum in most traditional 
elementary schools, this one is well integrated across subject matter 
and grade levels and is the topic of ongoing discussion and consul- 
tation among the teachers. 

Because of the lack of bilingual teachers in the Southeast Asian lan- 
guages, instructional strategies differ at the Visalia newcomer center 
for Spanish-speaking and Southeast Asian students. The Spanish- 
speaking students are taught for half the day in their native language, 
while the Southeast Asian students are taught entirely in English us- 
ing language development techniques. They are organized in two 
classes by language group and can work with the aides in their native 
languages.^ For example, mathematics is largely taught by the aide 
in the students' native language. In the afternoon, the Southeast 
Asian and Hispanic students are combined for English-language in- 
struction. These classes are organized thematically (self, family, 
community, etc.) according to the school's curriculum framework, 
with each afternoon spent concentrating on a different subject (one 
day each for social studies, art, literature, math, and science). 

Because of its small size and the scope of sendees provided, the new- 
comer center costs more to operate than a typical school. Some of 
these additional costs are borne by the local district, and others are 
supported with federal and state funds. The major additional costs 
include the use of five aides who work seven hours daily (these are 
funded by federal Tide VII and state compensatory education funds), 



^Actually, not all the language groups can speak with an aide. In one third-through- 
sixth-grade class, the students speak three different languages. The aide speaks two of 
those languages; the older Hmong students translate for the others; and the aide also 
speaks I'hai, which some of the children learned while in the refugee camps. 
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small class sizes (22 as compared with the district average of 32), 
transportation costs, and Spanish-language materials. The last three 
costs are borne by the district. 

The other newcomer schools in our sample reflect a similar climate 
and approach to instruction. For example, one of the newcomer 
schools in Los Angeles enrolls students in the fourth through eighth 
grades. Like the Visalia school, it places a strong emphasis on build- 
ing student self-esteem; the faculty was handpicked by the principal 
and participates actively in making decisions about curriculum, the 
school calendar, and the use of school resources. Like other schools 
in the district with predominantly minority student bodies, the aver- 
age class size in this schooi is about 27, as compared with close to 35 
in many of the district's other schools. Students do much of their 
classwork in mixed-ability, cooperative groups. 

This school also has more support personnel than a typical elemen- 
tary or middle school in the fiscally strapped district. It has a full- 
time nurse, a full-time counselor, part-time student attendance and 
adjustment counselors, and a part-time psychologist. But even this 
augmented staff is insufficient to meet the needs of students beset 
with the emotional problems of separation and poverty. However, 
the school has been fortunate in securing the volunteer services of 
psychiatrists from UCLA and one of the large local hospitals. Some 
of these psychiatrists are bilingual, and their services are in such 
great demand that the principal has used a lottery to determine 
which classrooms will receive assistance. The school also has volun- 
teers from the local community who work with students several days 
a week, and several philanthropic organizations provide clothing, 
eyeglasses, and some medical services. Because the school is so far 
from where most students live, the principal and a group of teachers 
hold a meeting for parents one evening a month at an elementary 
school in the neighborhood where most of the students live. 
Attendance averages about 30 to 100 parents a month, and the 
school tries to present programs of interest to parents on such topics 
as gang prevention. School staff members also make home visits, 
and a district van is available to bring a limited number of parents to 
the school for conferences. 

There are two newcomer high schools in our sample— in Los Angeles 
and San Francisco. Both schools are about the same size and com- 
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prise Latino and Asian students, with Latino students the majority in 
the Los Angeles school and Asians in San Francisco. The educational 
levels of these students vary greatly, ranging from the preliterate to 
those working considerably above grade level, in the Los Angeles 
school, about 50 percent enter at the ninth-grade level with grade- 
level skills in their native languages; about 10 percent are preliterate 
and receive a full bilingual program; and the remaining 40 percent 
have skill levels in their native languages somewhere between the 
fourth and seventh grades. Skill levels are somewhat higher in the 
San Francisco school because of the presence of more affluent 
students from Hong Kong. But most of the students come from poor 
and troubled backgrounds. In the Los Angeles newcomer school, 
many students are not living with both their parents; some served in 
the El Salvadoran army or l .perienced other traumas; and about 5 
percent are homeless at any given time. 

The curriculum in the newcomer high schools stresses both student 
adjustment to new surroundings and achievement in academic 
subjects. The first objective is pursued much as it is at the lower 
grade levels, through language development, orientation courses, 
field trips, and hands-on experience (e.g., students in the Los Angeles 
newcomer school are matched as pen pals with native-born students 
in the regular school taking Spanish as a foreign language). Because 
these schools are able to recruit a higher proportion of bilingual 
teachers, more academic subjects are taught in students' native lan- 
guages than is typical in most California high schools. Among the 
17-person faculty in the Los Angeles school are teachers who speak 
Spanish, Cantonese, Mandarin, Tagalog, French, and Arabic. In the 
San Francisco school, students are placed in mathematics classes by 
language group with, for example, Cantonese speakers able to take 
courses up through calculus from a native speaker. Social studies 
courses are taught as ESL c^nsses, but the social studies department 
chair is a former member of the Peace Corps who speaks Thai and 
Laotian. Even keyboarding is taught by a Cantonese teacher, assisted 
by a Spanish-speaking aide and a Chinese-speaking electrical engi- 
neer from Pacific Bell, who volunteers three hours a week to help 
students develop leadership and interview skills and who also takes 
them on field trips to the downtown area. However, because stu- 
dents only stay in the newcomer schools for a year or less, the oppor- 
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tunity to take vocational courses, particularly ones taught bilingually, 
is quite limited. 

Teachers in the newcomer high schools also tend to pay greater at- 
tention to curriculum development than do those in traditional 
schools. Part of the reason stems from the need to adapt the curricu- 
lum to a constantly changing student body that may differ from year 
to year in students' countries of origin and academic skill lev;ils. Btit 
the philosophy of newcomer schools, with its dual emphasis on cul- 
tural acclimation and academic achievement tailored to a wide va..- 
ety of skill levels, means that the curriculum is more integrated 
across- academic subjects than is typical in most high schools. The 
emphasis on building student self-esteem also leads teachers to rely 
more on such techniques as cooperative work groups and portfolio 
assessments. 

Like the newcomer schools serving the lower grades, the high schools 
have more counseling resources than traditional schools, but they 
still need more than can be supported by district funds. F^owever, 
because newcomer schools are seen as innovative and meeting an 
important need in their communities, they can often obtain re- 
sources from private businesses, foundations, and local community 
organizations. For example, the work of the two full-time counselors 
at the San Francisco newcomer school is supplemented by counsel- 
ing interns from vSan Francisco State University and counselors from 
a Latino and a Vietnamese community organization. 

CHAPTER CONCLUSIONS 

The newcomer schools in our sample are impressive places: In their 
clear sense of mission, innovative curricula, professional teaching 
y.taff, and links to the larger community, they represent the kinds of 
schools to which all children, immigrant and native born, should 
have access. However, several factors prevent them from being de- 
clared an unqualified success. First, they only serve a minority of 
immigrants and for only a short period (one year in most cases, six 
months in San Fr^^ncisco). The reason for their limited availability is 
cost. Smaller school and class sizes, a higher ratio of suppoii per- 
sonnel, field trips, and a richer mix of instructional materials mean 
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that these schools can cost anywhere from several hundred to over a 
thousand dollars more per student/ Without a significant change in 
school funding, such additional expenditures are highly unlikely in 
today's fiscal climate. 

Second, civil rights groups have questioned the appropriateness of 
segregating immigrant students for even six months to a year. 
Ironically, then, some immigrant advocates are calling for more new- 
comer schools and for ones that allow children to stay for up to sev- 
eral years, while other groups would like to see them abolished. This 
same issue has arisen in Holland, France, Britain, and Germany, with 
concern expressed in all four countries about the isolation of 
"reception classes" for immigrant students. Because there is now a 
growing consensus that students need to be integrated into regular 
classes as soon as possible and that those classes should be prepared 
to receive them, newly arrived students in France and Germany con- 
tinue to attend reception classes but are simultaneously assigned to 
regular classes where they spend part of their time (Glenn, 1992). 

Finally, there have been no systematic evaluations comparing those 
students who have attended newcomer schools with those who have 
not. Part of the problem is that such districts as Los Angeles do not 
yet have the means to track students after they leave the newcomer 
schools.^ However, as more student records become computerized, 
systematic assessments of student experiences after they leave the 



'^The newcomer schools in our sample are all self-contained programs that students 
attend full-time for one or two semesters, and all but the Los Angeles high school 
operate in physically separate locations. However, there are a variety of other 
newcomer models, including ones that students attend for half a day and then spend 
the remainder of the day in mainstream classes. In contrast to the schools in our 
sample, in which students from across a district are transported to a single site, some 
districts, such as Long Beach, operate newcomer classrooms on as many as a dozen 
different campuses. For a description of these other program models, see Cheng 
(1990). 

^One of the frustrations of faculty at the elementary/middle newcomer school in Los 
Angeles has been that not only is there no systematic way to track their students once 
they leave, but efforts to keep these students together have been unsuccessful. The 
principal and teachers had hoped to have all the students assigned to a middle school 
with a strong bilingual/language development program located close to the newcomer 
school, so that the faculties at the two schools could consult regularly about students 
as they continue their studies. The district has not accommodated that request, but 
the faculty is still working to prevent newcomer students from being dispersed around 
the district. 
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newcomer centers will be possible. Untii then, the success of these 
schools can only be judged by the fact that they are clearly schools 
where students like to be and by some limited evidence about short- 
term effects. For example, because the newcomer high school in Los 
Angeles is located within a comprehensive high school, it can track 
its former enrollees who choose to remain at that school. Of the stu- 
dents from the school's first year of operation who stayed at the 
comprehensive high school, 55 percent earned a B average or better, 
and 80 percent of the honor students in the regular high school pro- 
gram were former newcomer students. 

As with much of public eduqation today, there is a certain "luck of 
the draw" quality to the schooling available to immigrant students. 
Within a broad framework of some language development, academic 
instruction, and limited support services, students' opportunities 
and experiences can differ significantly, depending on the school to 
which they are assigned. Schools start with different resource levels 
and some cope more creatively and effectively than others, but the 
end result is to infuse the education of immigrant students with 
considerable variation. Although they too are constrained by the 
limited supply of bilingual teachers, newcomer schools provide a 
more focused alternative that ensures recent immigrants fortunate 
enough to be enrolled in them with a richly integrated educational 
experience, at least for a short time. 
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Chapter Five 



IMPROVING IMMIGRANT EDUCATION 



We began this report by arguing that immigrant education is best 
understood as a policy with diffuse benefits and concentrated costs. 
Policymakers, scholars, and the general public disagree about the 
relative costs and benefits of immigration, but there is widespread 
agreement that the costs are heavily concentrated. Because these 
costs fall overwhelmingly on a few states and local districts, most 
notably in California, the rest of the country has little incentive to 
concern itself with the education of immigrants. 

The argument that concentrated costs make immigrant education a 
low-visibility issue seems to have even more validity now than it did 
some three years ago when we began this study. The most recent ex- 
ample of national policy failing to address immigrant needs came in 
September 1992 when a congressional conference committee de- 
cided to strip $812 million in previously approved federal funding 
from health and education programs for newly legalized immigrants. 
Former Rep. Edward R. Roybal (D-Calif.) explained why the funding 
was not appropriated; "I blame it on the fact that California is really 
the only state suffering the consequences of this" (Bunting, 1892). 
Not only has California spent close to $350 million more on the 
newly legalizing population than it received from the federal gov- 
ernment (one of only three states to do so), but the expenditures un- 
reimbursed by the fede-al government now equal considerably more 
than the state's reserves. 

The further retreat of the federal government from assisting in the 
education of immigrant students could not come at a worse time for 
the states and local districts serving these students. Not only are 



101 

111 



1 02 Newcomers in American Schools 



such states as California, Florida, and Texas fiscally battered, but a 
seriously weakened economy, growing social problems, and the 
heightened political rhetoric accompanying these conditions will 
make it harder and harder for states and localities to mount special 
programs for immigrant students. One need only consider the ar- 
guments of California's Republican governor that immigrants are 
among the "tax receivers" the state can no longer afford to subsidize 
so generously, public opinion polls showing that the overwhelming 
majority of respondents consider immigrants to be more of a burden 
than a benefit, or a recent essay in a liberal magazine arguing that 

if and when free li'.gher education for immigrants, especially illegal 
immigrants, comes under attack, however, free elementary and 
high school education for them will almost inevitably come into 
question as well. And the social dislocation lurking in the latter 
question is almost incalculable. (Miies, 1992, p. 62) 

In this fiscal and social climate, it is no surprise that the federal gov- 
ernment and most state governments are reluctant to mount large- 
scale programs tailored specifically to the needs of immigrant stu- 
dents. 

Yet these students cannot be ignored. They represent an increasing 
proportion of the students enrolled in urban schools, and they will 
constitute a key segment of the future labor force. These students 
also challenge schools in paradoxical ways. On the one hand, our re- 
search and a number of other studies indicate that immigrant youth 
are remarkably successful in school. Yet the dropout rate for Latino 
youth is twice what it is for Anglos, and research has found that re- 
cent immigrants are more likely to drop out of school than other stu- 
dents, even controlling for other relevant factors (Rumberger, 1991). 
Similarly, the educational and social needs of immigrant students are 
much like those of native-born students attending urban schools, but 
they also have unique needs that include, but are not limited to, 
English-language acquisition, cultural adjustment, and remedying 
the effects of limited formal education. The challenge for those 
working on behalf of immigrant students is to ensure that their 
unique n^eds are addressed at a time when they enjoy little attention 
at the national level and are in danger of attracting negative attention 
in some localities. 
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In this final chapter, we confront that challenge by combining two 
themes that emerge from this study. The first has already been men- 
tioned: the low visibility of immigrant education in most policy cir- 
cles and its relegation to the good intentions and coping strategies of 
individual districts and schools. The second is the recognition that 
the greatest barrier to quality education for immigrant students is an 
overall lack of basic capacity in urban school districts. We argue that 
two kinds of recommendations must flow from this study. Certainly, 
strategies need to be promoted that are specific to improving the ed- 
ucational outcomes of immigrant students. However, we believe 
that the most effective way to improve schooling for immigrant stu- 
dents is to enhance the overall capacity of urban school systems. Not 
only does attacking the broader issue of comprehensive school re- 
form make sense educationally, but it is also more likely to have 
wider political appeal. Rather than being seen as a California or a 
Florida problem, systemic reform of urban education can be viewed 
as a policy in which large numbers of people throughout the country 
have a stake. In this way, assistance to immigrant students can be 
transformed from a policy with concentrated costs into one in which 
costs and benefits are shared by many. 

MEETING THE UNIQUE NEEDS OF IMMIGRANT STUDENTS 

We first identify needs specific to immigrants that can no longer be 
met effectively by individual districts and schools working in isola- 
tion. Investment by all levels of government and by the public and 
private sectors alike is critically needed in four areas. The first is the 
recruitment and training of bilingual teachers. Scholarly and politi- 
cal debates over how long language-minority children should remain 
in bilingual classrooms or what instructional strategies should be 
used there are no more than hypothetical exercises as long as bilin- 
gual-teacher shortages remain so acute. Most educators and policy- 
makers familiar with the needs of LEP students would agree that they 
require sustained contact with teachers who speak their native lan- 
guage, at least for some initial period. But as our study has indicated, 
many recent immigrants — particularly older students and those 
speaking low-incidence languages— either have no contact with 
school personnel who speak their language or only with aides. 
Although it is a long-term strategy, the most effective one for increas- 
ing the supply of bilingual teachers is to give bilingual instructional 
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aides the opportunity to become teachers. Some school districts, in 
cooperation with local universities, are mounting such training pro- 
grams. The university offers undergraduate and teacher-training 
courses at satellite facilities close to the schools where aides work; 
the district gives the aides paid leave time to attend classes and, in 
some cases, finds practicing teachers who will serve as tutors and 
mentors. Certainly, providing incentives for monolingual English 
teachers to learn another language remains an important strategy, 
but training able immigrants is more likely to produce teachers who 
speak low-incidence languages (particularly the Southeast Asian 
ones) and has the added advantage of providing immigrant students 
with role models from similar backgrounds. For these programs to 
produce significant numbers of bilingual teachers, however, a 
broader effort will be required than can be mounted by any single 
higher education institution or school district. Ideally, the effort 
should be a coordinated, statewide one that includes multiple uni- 
versities and school districts and is supplemented with significant 
amounts of student financial aid. Particular attention should be 
given to increasing the supply of well-trained subject-matter teach- 
ers (particulariy in mathematics and science) who are also bilingual. 

A second area of needed investment is instructional support, includ- 
ing the development of textbooks, curriculum frameworks, and stu- 
dent assessments. Although better materials are needed in Spanish, 
the most acute needs are in lower-incidence languages, for which 
textbook and testing publishers have no financial incentive to pro- 
duce materials. Several types of investment are possible. In some 
cases, materials can be purchased from the countries to which a par- 
ticular language is indigenous, but in others, new materials will have 
to be developed in the United States. One strategy for doing that 
might be collaborative projects between university foreign-language 
and area centers and schools of education. In this way, language 
proficiency and cultural expertise can be linked with subject-matter, 
curricular expertise. Language proficiency and academic achieve- 
ment tests are also nonexistent in languages other than English and 
Spanish. Often schools must rely on informal assessments con- 
ducted by aides who have no formal training in student assessment 
techniques, and study respondents expressed concern about the re- 
liability and validity of these informal efforts. The federal govern- 
ment might, as part of its research and development function, fund 
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such development as collaborative activities among foreign language 
and area centers, private test developers, and university-based test- 
ing and measurement experts. 

In the previous chapter, we discussed newcomer schools and their 
potential benefit to newly arrived immigrants. The additional cost 
associated with these schools makes it unlikely that their numbers 
will substantially increase in the near future. However, modified 
versions, such as schools-within-schools, reception classes that stu- 
dents could attend for part of the day, or a cultural orientation cur- 
riculum that can be integrated into the regular academic course of 
study, may be more feasible with modest levels of additional support. 
In addition, as part of the broader education-reform movement dis- 
cussed in the last section, schools are likely to have more of an in- 
centive to differentiate their approaches to instruction depending on 
the types of students they serve. More schools with a newcomer ori- 
entation may emerge under such a system. 

The third and fourth areas of needed investment are ones that would 
assist poor students generally, but have particular relevance to im- 
migrants. One is greatly expanded adttlt-education programs. One 
of the most frequent responses given by principals and teachers to a 
question about services most needed by immigrant students was that 
greater educational opportunities for parents would translate into 
more successful schooling for children. When they talked about 
adult education, respondents mentioned English-language instruc- 
tion, high school equivalency classes, vocational training, and work- 
shops on effective parenting. But demand for adult education has far 
outstripped supply over the past decade, and enrollment in most of 
the adult education programs in California is now capped. Although 
the shortfall is not as acute in other states, districts serving large 
numbers of immigrant students need greater capacity to provide a 
variety of adult education classes. 

Finally, there is a pressing need for coordinated delivery of educa- 
tional, health, and social services and the provision of such services 
by those familiar with the language and culture of immigrant chil- 
dren. Few of the schools in our sample have routine, easy access to 
the support services often desperately needed by their students. The 
return of previously eradicated diseases, such as measles and tuber- 
culosis, to Houston and Los Angeles points to the need for preventive 
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health care that can be delivered through the schools. As one Los 
Angeles school bo. d member noted in discussing reductions in 
school health persoriuel, "today, we need school nurses for far more 
important things than scraped knees." It is those nurses, counselors, 
and school psychologists who can serve as the bridge between 
schools and outside institutions such as other government agencies, 
community organizations, and medical schools. 

Substantial investment in these and other strategies to assist immi- 
grant students is unlikely to occur until there is a significant change 
in how the education of immigrant students is viewed politically. 
Until there is a stronger consensus about the level of societal benefits 
derived from immigration and whether those benefits should be 
viewed as national in scope, there will be little incentive for national 
policymakers to assist the states and localities most affected by the 
costs of educating immigrant children. 

BUILDING LOCAL CAPACITY 

The need to change in a fundamental way how naiional policymak- 
ers view students in big-city schools applies not juot to policies for 
immigrant youth. It also lies at the core of the second set of recom- 
mendations that flow from our research and from that of many other 
studies of urban education. 

Though there are many federal and state programs intended to im- 
prove the education of students disadvantaged by poverty, disability, 
or minority status, none address the basic problem of low organiza- 
tional capacity in local school systems. Since the enactment of the 
Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965, the vast prepon- 
derance of federal funding for education has been directed toward 
services for specific disadvantaged groups. Federal categorical pro- 
grams have assumed that a school system's basic programs are 
sound and effective for the majority of students, but that local educa- 
tors do not focus sufficient attention on the needs of disadvantaged 
students. Federal programs single out disadvantaged students for 
additional help, subsidizing the creation of specialized administra- 
tive units, provision of special instructional services, and the hiring 
of teaching staff dedicated to providing these services. The core as- 
sumption of a\\ such programs is that public schools are adequate for 
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the majority of students, but that disadvantaged students need 
"something extra." 

The conditions identified in this study do not match that core as- 
sumption. None of the urban districts we studied is able to provide 
effective ser\/ices for the majority of its students. Only a narrow seg- 
ment of middle-class students, normally concentrated in magnet 
schools and isolated neighborhood enclaves, can be expected rou- 
tinely to stay in school through twelfth grade, graduate on time, and 
be prepared for higher education or rewarding work. In the larger 
cities, the majority of students are members of minority groups that 
federal programs have singled out for special treatment. However, 
because federal programs are structured to supplement a basic in- 
structional program that is assumed to be adequate, they do nothing 
to remedy the inability of local systems to provide a sound educa- 
tional program for the majority of their students. 

Today's most widely discussed reform, the national education goals 
and the standards movement initiated by the Bush administration 
and now endorsed by the Clinton Administration, address the prob- 
lems of typical American school districts. They focus on the need to 
raise aspirations and standards, ensure that children enter school 
prepared for learning, and encourage greater accountability. Many 
state reform programs have a similar character. They assume that 
school systems have the money necessary to improve their own per- 
formance, if only efforts are properly focused by means of goals, 
standards, and accountability measures. Current reform proposals 
do not contemplate the creation of new curricula for students who 
cannot profit from full-time instruction in English, nor do they rem- 
edy the shortages of teachers and texts that can provide a bridge 
between immigrant students' native languages and English. 

By failing to address the needs of the urban districts that enroll many 
immigrant students, current reform efforts overiook a major threat to 
our national well-being. The problems of these districts are geo- 
graphically localized: Most of the failing districts are surrounded by 
suburban and small town districts that are doing reasonably well 
But the size and economic importance of the great urban districts are 
such that the threat of their simultaneous collapse would jeopardize 
the future of whole states and, ultimately, the nation. 
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A few simple figures illustrate the importance of these districts. Ac- 
cording to Hodgkinson (1992), Hispanic immigrant and African- 
American youth will provide more than half of the net growth in the 
U,S. labor supply in the early 21st century. Those students are 
dramatically concentrated in a few places. The Hudson Institute 
estimates that 40 percent of all African Americans of school age live 
in eleven central cities. The Census Bureau estimates that nearly 75 
percent of all Hispanic immigrant children, and children born to 
recent Hispanic immigrants, reside in five major metropolitan areas. 
These areas overlap with the eleven containing 40 percent of Blacks, 
and all are included in this study: Los Angeles, Miami-Dade, 
Houston, New York, and Chicago. Together, these five cities educate 
nearly 1 in 20 American students of elementary and high school age. 

Today's reforms may be appropriate for the majority of U,S. school 
systems that are reasonably solvent, well staffed, and able to provide 
appropriate services to the majority of their students. They may also 
be of some value to smaller urban school systems that serve a stable 
native-born population, particularly one with a fair representation of 
middle-class students, whether black, Anglo, or Hispanic. But the 
basic elements of today's reform agendas do not address the core 
problems of the large urban districts. They do not provide funds to 
relieve overcrowding and reconstruct dilapidated school buildings, 
point the way to renewal of failing schools with jaded or poorly 
trained staffs, create a new supply of teachers who can speak immi- 
grant students' home languages, or develop curriculum materials 
that take full account of students' academic preparation. 

Because of their size and disproportionate importance in educating 
critical elements of tomorrow's adult population, the giant city 
school systems are of national, not just local, importance. They are 
too devastated to improve by themselves, and the consequences of 
neglecting them will not be limited to the metropolitan areas or the 
states in which they are located. 

The Need for National Action 

Enhancing the capacities of big-city school systems is a national 
problem. As custodian of the national economy (and as manager of 
the foreign and national security policies' that often stimulate immi- 
gration), the federal government surely has responsibilities in this 
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area. But other state and national institutions also have important 
interests and competencies. The effort to improve the capacities of 
big-city school systems must engage state and local governments, 
universities, and foundations, as well as the federal government. 

Federal and state governments face two challenges. First, they must 
find a way to focus resources on the big cities. Most current pro- 
grams spread benefits as widely as possible, and in doing so ignore 
the distinctiveness of the big cities. Federal and state categorical 
programs send a high proportion of their funds to the cities, but 
these funds are targeted for services to particular students, and those 
services are about the same in cities as in suburban or rural areas. 
Nothing about such programs is tailored specifically to urban prob- 
lems or is flexible enough to irxrease general capacity when that is, 
in fact, the problem. The second challenge for the federal and state 
governments is to find ways of helping the big cities improve their 
school systems across the board. In the past, the federal government 
has been especially leery of general aid to school systems, fearing 
that unconstrained grant funds might be used to abate local taxes or 
improve schooling for the children of wealthy, influential parents, 
not the poor. Those fears are not unrealistic, but some way must be 
found around them. Federal and state grants— perhaps governed by 
city-specific contracts specifying allowable uses, outcome expecta- 
tions, and renewal contingent on performance— are the only possi- 
ble sources for the amounts of money needed to upgrade urban edu- 
cation. 

In claiming that current national reform proposals do not go far 
enough in addressing the needs of urban students and that more 
fundamental capacity-building is required, we are not arguing 
against the various reforms now being advocated under the banner 
of school restructuring. In fact, the discussion of newcomer schools 
in the previous chapter illustrates the effectiveness of three major 
components of school restructuring— site-based management; an 
integrated, thematic curriculum; and stronger links between schools 
and community institutions.^ Site-based management establishes 
the principle that schools can differ from one another and that 



^ For an overview of the major components of school restructuring and their underly- 
ing assumptions, see McDonnell (1989). 
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school staff should tailor programs to the changing needs of stu- 
dents. Site-based management also gives those closest to students 
the authority to make curricular and personnel decisions. Those ad- 
vocating curricular reform most often justify it in terms of giving all 
students equal access to rigorous coursework and a schooling expe- 
rience integrated across subject areas and between the academic and 
the practical. But little attention has been paid to adapting these 
principles to the needs of language-minority students. The contrast- 
ing curricula of newcomer and traditional schools, however, suggest 
that such an effort would be beneficial for immigrant students. As 
noted in the previous section, strengthening the links between 
schools and community agencies is a pressing need in all urban 
schools, especially those serving immigrants. 

Nevertheless, despite the appropriateness of school restructuring 
strategies for urban students, it is important to consider two points. 
The first relates to another major aspect of school restructuring — 
greater accountability for educational outcomes through student 
standards and assessment strategies with significant consequences. 
We have already alluded to the shortcomings of an approach that 
rewards and punishes schools when students have only limited ac- 
cess to relevant curricula and when valid assessment instalments are 
unavailable. But there is a larger issue that needs to be kept in mind 
when considering greater accountability for urban schools. Account- 
ability implies a reciprocal relationship between schools and the 
broader community. Schools are to produce educational outcon.es 
desired by the community, but in return, the community needs to 
provide the legitimacy and support to make those outcomes 
possible. In its highest form, accountability is a social contract — an 
acceptance of shared responsibility between schools and the larger 
society. Consequently, an emphasis on greater accountability will 
not result in more effective learning for urban students if the com- 
munity retreats from its side of the bargain. Civic officials, business 
leaders, other public and private agencies, and the general public 
must do more than press for greater accountability; they must also 
take active responsibility for the education of all the children living in 
their city. 

The second point is simply a restatement of one made several times 
in this report. In its ideal form, school restructuring implies a fun- 
damental redesign of schooling — changes in organization and gov- 
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ernance, curriculum, relationships with the larger community— and 
it assumes that the entire system will change, not just a few schools 
in the most inrxovative or affluent communities. In practice, how- 
ever, school restructuring has typically moved in piecemeal fash- 
ion— e.g., site-based management implemented with no changes in 
curriculum, new forms of assessment without retraining teachers. It 
has also tended to be implemented in individual schools and 
through small-scale projects, unconnected to the systems of which 
they are a part. Such an approach will not solve the problems of ur- 
ban schools. The school restructuring movement can improve 
learning outcomes for a majority of urban students only if it is com- 
prehensive in its application and if it is aimed at rebuilding the basic 
infrastructure of urban school systems. 

CHAPTER CONCLUSIONS 

From our vantage point 100 years later, we can question the effec- 
tiveness of the education reforms prompted by the last major wave of 
immigration, and the ethnocentrism that motivated them. But there 
may be one important lesson we can learn from that period. At that 
time, the education of immigrant children was not viewed as a prob- 
lem to be ignored. The progressive reformers, no matter how mis- 
guided they may seem now, saw the changing composition of urban 
schools as an opportunity for a fundamental transformation of the 
U.S. education system. 

It would seem that with the benefit of a century's learning, policy- 
makers today might well change their perspective and redefine this 
newest wave of immigration as another opportunity for profound 
change. Small categorical programs and ad hoc local responses have 
their place, and certainly immigrant children could benefit from bet- 
ter services specific to their unique needs. But their chances for a 
productive and satisfying life will only truly be enhanced if the sys- 
tem that educates all students in large city schools is greatly strength- 
ened. 
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